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Preface

History of the Project

Is there any need for a new catalogue of Rem-
brandt’s paintings? It was the growing conviction
that such is the case that led to the Rembrandt
Research Project. There is, of course, a wealth of
scholarly literature on the subject, but it is hard to
avoid the impression that much of its interpretation
of the artist and his work is based on a picture of his
painted oeuvre thatin the course of time has become
corrupted. By the 1960s it was difficult for an im-
partial eye to accept all the works currently attrib-
uted to Rembrandt as being by a single artist.

From the outset, those launching the initiative
realised that only conscientious examination,
making use of up-to-date methods of investigation
whenever possible, could warrant a radical revision
of the Rembrandt canon. The prospect was thus
already a daunting one. The time, moreover, hardly
seemed right for such an enterprise: preparations
were already under way for the gooth anniversary of
Rembrandt’s death, in 1969, and major publica-
tions dealing with the very same subject of his paint-
ings had been announced in anticipation of this
event. But when the first of these appeared, in 1966,
it gave the final impetus needed for translating what
had been vague ideas into definite plans, and for
putting these plans into action.

Financial aid from the Netherlands Organization
for the Advancement of Pure Research made it pos-
sible to start on the first phase of the work in 1968.
This included an intensive programme of travel,
during which pairs of team members together visited
various parts of the world gathering material on
works attributed to Rembrandt. This material com-
prised a painstakingly detailed description of the
painting as an object, together with photographic
evidence. Success in this was, of course, wholly de-
pendent on the goodwill of museum curators and
private collectors; almost without exception they
were willing to let their paintings be examined,
under the best possible conditions. This phase,
during which almost all the relevant paintings were
examined, lasted some five years, from 1968 to 1972;
after this, paintings were examined or re-examined
only occasionally.

Processing the assembled material was, for the
majority of the paintings discussed in the present
volume, done in two stages. The search for a suitable
form of editing and presentation, and experiments
with this, was followed from 1973 on by the writing
of draft texts. As this work progressed the most
effective way of dealing with the subject gradually
became clear, and the various drafts could then be
brought into line within a common framework.

IX

The starting point for the study

Research naturally began from the point which
studies of Rembrandt had reached in the 19b6os,
though without explicitly analysing the situation as
it then was. As time went on, however, we became
confirmed in our impression that there is scarcely
any verifiable, documented continuity in respect of
the attribution of Rembrandt’s paintings such as
there has been, to some extent, for his etchings from
the 17th century onwards. Such continuity does exist
for a tiny handful of paintings, but it is hard to
describe these as a representative nucleus; they leave
the limits of the painted ocuvre entirely undefined.
The process of illegitimate accretion to this oeuvre,
which took place in the 18th and even as early as the
17th century, can be glimpsed from the prints put
out in those years and purporting to reproduce
paintings by Rembrandt (see also Chapter I11 of the
Introduction). When John Smith published the first
catalogue of the paintings, in 1846, his work inevi-
tably reflected a corrupted tradition and conse-
quently gave a distorted view. Eduard Kolloff
(1854) and Carel Vosmaer (1868) deserve credit for
bringing some kind of order into chaos, as Scheltema
had done for the biography; but it was particularly
the young Wilhelm Bode who, in the 188os, pro-
duced a corrected image of Rembrandt’s work, es-
pecially that from the early years. Though a critical
tendency may have subsequently gained ground, it
contributed relatively little to delimiting the painted
ocuvre. Knowledge of the work done by pupils grew,
and undoubtedly this helped to bring about a sharp-
er picture of Rembrandt’s own production. Yet only
clearly identifiable works by these pupils were invol-
ved in this hiving-off; what remained formed a re-
markably heterogeneous and extensive oeuvre. Bode
himself (whose main interest had in the meantime
shifted elsewhere) codified this, in collaboration
with Hofstede de Groot, in a sumptuous work pub-
lished from 1897 to 1905 by the art dealer
Sedelmeyer; this may have been seldom consulted —
if only because of the weight of its eight bulky vol-
umes — but it does seem, from subsequent catalogues
including that by Kurt Bauch in 1966, to have en-
joyed a considerable authority. The vast amount of
research done by Hofstede de Groot, not only in
17th-century documents but -also in the 18th-
century sale catalogues available to him, provided
this conglomerate work with a documentary basis
that even today is bound to impress anyone who 1s
not familiar with the relative worth of 18th-century
attributions. The way in which Hofstede de Groot, in
the sixth volume of this Beschreibendes und kritisches
Verzeichnis (1915), catalogued indiscriminately both
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paintings that actually existed (and on which he
passed very magnammous judgments) and old re-
cords of paintings created a confusing effect that was
naturally unintentional.

Protests about this were not entirely lacking; but
those voiced by Alfred von Wurzbach, tucked away
in the third part of his Kénstlerlexikon (1911), had
more invective than scholarly critique about them,
while the criticism offered by John C. van Dyke
(1923) overshot the mark through his obsessional
need to enhance the pupils at the expense of their
master. After the almost absurd expansionist ap-
proach shown by W. R. Valentiner in a supplement
to his earlier publication in the series Klassiker der
Kunst, under the optimistic title Wiedergefundene
Gemdlde (1921), the lists made by Bredius (1935),
Jacob Rosenberg (1948) and Kurt Bauch (1966)
reduced the numbers somewhat and threw
overboard some of the most obvious contraband.
Nevertheless, the outlines were still set quite broad —
scarcely less so than they had been around 1900; too
broad to offer any guarantee that the interpre-
tations, speculations and theories that had, over the
decades, been based on this picture of the artist’s
work could be safely maintained. Bauch’s two books
on the early Rembrandt — the first (1953) directed
towards a portrayal with an existentialist tinge, and
the second (1960) towards defining an historical
situation — provide examples of an interpretation of
this kind, based on inadequately sifted material. To
Gerson, whose publications appeared when our pro-
ject was in its initial stage (1968 and 1969), goes the
honour of having had the courage to bring open-
mindedness to his critical approach to the received
image. He did this on the grounds of qualitative
criteria that are not always very clearly expressed,
and which the reader can sometimes recognize
behind his conclusions and at other times not.
Although in a substantial number of instances his
opinion has proved to be close to or identical with
ours, we felt that the appearance of his books did not
render our work unnecessary. His statements, both
positive and negative, were indeed just as unspecific
as those of his predecessors. We still believed that
description of Rembrandt’s painted oeuvre called
for closer attention to a greater number of aspects of
each painting, and more thorough supporting
evidence for each and every interpretation. We were
not alone in this feeling. Already in 1960, in the series
of exemplary catalogues issued by the National
Gallery in London, Neil MacLaren had given an
unusually careful account of the attribution of the
Dutch paintings in the Gallery’s collection. Simulta-
neously with ourselves the Mauritshuis started to
prepare a critical catalogue of its own Rembrandts,

and some time later the National Gallery in Wash-
ington DC began a similar study. These studies were
were by their nature limited to a single collection,
and therefore can do little to cater for the need for a
fresh interpretation based on all the comparative
material available.

Objective and working method

It was plain, from the start, that preparing a new
catalogue of Rembrandt’s painted oeuvre could not
be a task for one man: this would be impossible if
only because of the amount of material for which a
description had to be prepared during the first
phase, within a relatively short space of time. The
first step by those founding the project, therefore,
was to form a team, and the make-up of this team
was the first subject to be discussed. Bearing in mind
the many and differing problems that could be
expected in connexion with scientific investigations
into the physical structure of the paintings, as well as
with tracking down information in the archives, the
question arose of whether experts in these fields
ought not to be included in the team. This question
was seriously considered but answered in the
negative. Given the possibility of maintaining con-
tact with experts in other fields whenever necessary,
we decided that the homogeneity of method and
results would be served best by forming a team
consisting of art historians only. Without in any way
diminishing our debt of gratitude to scientists, archi-
vists, palaeographers and others for their sound
advice and important contributions to the work, we
believe that this was the right decision. The team
that came into being at that time included, in ad-
dition to the five members listed on the title page,
Prof. Dr. J. A. Emmens; his untimely death meant
that he could not carry out his plans for a systematic
study of Rembrandt’s iconography. Prof. Dr. J. G.
van Gelder took part in our discussions during some
six years and we are much indebted to him for
sharing with us his great knowledge and experience.

During the first phase of the work, members of the
team operated in pairs — in constantly changing
combinations — in studying paintings in different
parts of the world. We have found this way of or-
ganizing the work most salutary in achieving a bal-
anced result. Though the work of processing the
collected material was spread less evenly among
members of the team, welghmg up the arguments in
Jomt discussion was again an essential part of arriv-
ing at interpretations and opinions. If the reader is
occasionally aware that the catalogue entries are
from different hands, he will we hope find this only a
minor disadvantage.



A second basic principle was to try to learn and
describe the features —including the purely physical
features — of each painting, seen as an object, as fully
as possible. This would naturally relate to the paint
layer, but would also take in the ground and sup-
port. At the beginning we were by no means clear in
what connexion, and by what criteria, the observa-
tions made would eventually be interpreted and
assessed; our descriptive notes made on the spot
consequently did not immediately follow a cut-and-
dried pattern in all respects. Nevertheless, our
expectation that this would make it possible for us to
find a broader basis for making judgments was, in
general, borne out. It must be added that our ob-
servations were made under widely-varying circum-
stances where the lighting, equipment and technical
documentation available were concerned; these are
specified for each catalogue entry. On top of this,
however, the condition of the items described dif-
fered from one case to the next; this applies to the
support, the paint layer and — especially — to the
varnish, which to a large extent determines the visi-
bility of the ground and paint layers and the inter-
pretation of colours. In this latter respect, our de-
scriptions cannot claim to be anything more than an
approximation, with no pretension to scientific
exactitude. The degree to which perception of
colours is subject to unintentional selection and cor-
rection is wellnigh impossible to estimate, and is not
infrequently found to differ from one person to the
next. Much the same is true of the description and
interpretation of paint structures, and their relation-
ship to the ground. Leaving aside the considerable
complications that wear, damage and restoration
can introduce, the naked eye — alone, or with the
help of only a magnifying-glass — is a relatively
primitive tool. Only in a limited number of instances
was there a microscope to hand to help us in in-
vestigating the problems that arose. Not until a late
stage was a number of paintings, regarded as repre-
sentative, systematically examined under the micro-
scope, and an analysis made of paint samples taken
for this purpose. This proved extremely valuable for
our insight into Rembrandt’s technique. For the
bulk of the paintings, however, examination had to
be limited to what could be seen at the surface, and
the interpretation of what was observed must, how-
ever usable this might be for comparative purposes,
be termed an overall one. We have, for example,
called thelayer that shows through discontinuities or
translucent patches in the paint layer simply ‘the
ground’ without further distinction, and have re-
ferred to it as such in our descriptions. It was only at
a late stage that we formed the hypothesis that this
layer (usually a light, yellowish brown) is in some

XI
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cases not the actual ground but rather part of the
preparatory brush drawing on top of it, executed in
predominantly translucent brown; while the ground
proper does show through this, it is not necessarily
directly visible. It was naturally impossible to inter-
pret afresh, in the light of this new view of things,
hundreds of observations of widely scattered paint-
ings. The chapter on Materials and Methods will,
we hope, provide a framework into which our own
observations and — more especially — future studies
can be fitted.

We have mentioned above the relationship be-
tween our study and scientific research in the labora-
tory. We intended, from the outset, to benefit as
much as possible from the latter and from the various
photographic techniques; yet on the other hand we
were aware that technical information alone would
not provide us with criteria for authenticity. An
international symposium held in Amsterdam in
October 1969 and organized, on the initiative of Dr.
J-R.J. van Asperen de Boer, by the Central
Research Laboratory for Objects of Art and Science
and our team provided a valuable insight into
scientific methods and the way they could be used;
but at the same time it confirmed the impression that
the extent to which results obtained by technical
means can be employed for the purposes of art his-
tory depends on how the art historian asks his ques-
tions and forms his hypotheses. During the course of
our work a number of institutions were generous
with their help, supplying us with technical data.
We have indicated these data in the catalogue,
under the appropriate headings, and it is striking
how much these results have not only been obtained
through a variety of techniques, but are also fre-
quently described and interpreted in different ways.
By themselves (that is to say without the framework
provided by hypothetical links) they do not, in the
majority of cases, offer any coherent picture of the
technique employed by the artist. We are well aware
that the use we have made of'scientific data has been
a limited one. Apart from elementary information
on the materials used, we have not attempted a
systematic study of pigments, media, drying agents,
dilutants etc.; such studies may yield further specific
technical information as analytical methods become
more refined, though it remains to be seen whether
the results will help to solve problems of attribution.
We have, rather, selected such information as can
clarify the stratified structure of the painting as it
results from the actual painting procedure.

The most familiar technique, and one which the
art historian has known for a long time, is the X-ray
photograph. Apart from the broadest kind of inter-
pretation — noting certain changes in shape and
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composition — comparatively little attention has
been paid in the literature to ‘reading’ these X-ray
documents; this has been pointed out by Dr. M.
Meier-Siem, of Hamburg, in the published account
of a study undertaken at the Central Museum,
Utrecht (1967). For us, the importance of X-rays
came to lie mainly in understanding how the young
Rembrandt set out his composition, applied the first
layer of paint and worked towards completion. This
being so, we attached a more than casual signi-
ficance to the X-ray evidence, and a relatively large
place has been allotted to reproduction and de-
scription of the X-rays. The relatively large number
of X-rays available to us we owe to the generosity of
many owners, both public and private, who put this
material at our disposal. In addition, Dr. Meier-Siem
provided us with copyfilms of X-rays taken by him,
and Dr. S. Rees Jones of the Courtauld Institute of
Art, London, went out of his way to procure those of
paintings in various English collections.

Ultraviolet radiation and photographs, and in-
frared photographs, were a good deal less infor-
mative. The former were sometimes helpful in
identifying subsequent retouching, though their
practicability depends so much on the nature of the
varnish layer that the value of the technique is
extremely uncertain. Infrared photographs do occa-
sionally throw light in a surprising way on how paint
was applied, but where the preparatory stage of the
painting process is concerned the absence of any
underlying drawing in an absorbent material (like
that used by the Early Netherlandish painters)
means that in Rembrandt’s case infrared photo-
graphs do not leave us much the wiser.

Dendrochronology has opened up new perspec-
tives for the dating of oak panels. Prof. Dr. J. Bauch,
Dr.D. Eckstein and Dr. P. Klein of the Ordinariat fiir
Holzbiologie, University of Hamburg, have been
most generous in sharing their results with us.
Honesty demands that we should confess that in a
number of cases the results considerably modified
our provisional conclusions as to dating rejected
paintings; in others where dating was not possible
they could not of course be correlated with our own
ideas on the subject. With paintings we consider to
be authentic or contemporary the correlation was
extremely satisfactory; with other paintings which
we placed in a wider periphery, and naturally in a
later period, the dating of the panel did sometimes
prove to be remarkably early, even considerably
earlier than one would expect in the case of authen-
tic or contemporary paintings.

The 1967 Utrecht study mentioned earlier has
already provided some insight into the possibilities of
dating canvas, and in the five cases falling within the
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present volume we were very glad to make use of
these. Further testing is currently under way, and
one may hope that this method of dating will play a
larger role in the forthcoming volumes.

Physical and chemical examination of sample
material from the ground and paint layers already
occupies a fairly important role in the literature, but
this is only seldom clearly related to what the art
historian is seeking. A first explanation for this can
be found in the great degree of constancy in the
materials used by painters over several centuries.
Only in a small minority of cases, as when one meets
a pigment that went out of, or came into, use at a
known period, is a conclusion as to dating possible;
even then the conclusion will be no more than an
approximate ferminus ante quem or post quem. A more
general explanation, however, is provided by the
differences in the sort of questions asked and the
working method adopted by a scientist and an art
historian, even when they approach the work of art
as a shared subject of study. Each is conditioned by
the traditions of his own discipline. Without being
unfair to either, we might perhaps say that the
scientist arrives at his interpretation from relatively
fragmentary and, of itself, unstructured information
relating to the physical make-up of the work of art,
while the art historian is concerned mainly with the
stylistic interpretation of the picture and its execu-
tion. Their common frame of reference ought to be
an understanding, based on source studies, of the
craft that governed artistic practice: this constraintis
certainly not ignored, but is not taken sufficiently to
heartin either field. As a result a coherentidea of the
artist’s working process is often lacking. There is
much work still to be done on this point, but any
useful contribution that Chapter II of the Introduc-
tion makes in respect of Rembrandt’s early work
must be due in no small measure to the fact that our
team includes an art historian who was trained as an
artist and can think like an artist.

Description and interpretation of the physical as-
pects, and hence of what one might call the micro-
stylistic features, of the painting claimed a great deal
of our attention; they take up a large part of our
catalogue text, certainly far more so than in earlier
literature. Though these parts of the text do not
make absorbing reading, we felt that the thorough-
ness of these descriptions was essential: they provide,
after all, the most important basis for our assessment,
and we imagine that they will also provide indis-
pensable material for any discussion of our conclu-
sions. Alongside this, however, we have (especially
when developing our notes and making connexions
between the paintings discussed) made a point of
discussing style in the traditional meaning of the



word — the features of composition, form, use of
colour and treatment of light. Although it was not
really likely that fundamentally new viewpoints
would emerge in this respect, the great care we felt
ourselves obliged to take in reaching our conclu-
sions, and the need constantly to check observations
and extrapolated features of style one against the
other, did make it possible to achieve a more strin-
gent analysis than is usually the case. However since
we were paying attention to the painting technique
employed, our approach was more than usually
practical. The picture that results, as presented in
Chapter I of the Introduction, is that of a strictly
individual development; the many ties linking Rem-
brandt with his contemporaries in the Netherlands
and abroad have deliberately been left aside, not
because they are in general unimportant but
because they can provide no basic criteria for defin-
ing his painted oeuvre. These links will be referred to
in the catalogue entries, as and when they arise.

We have not been able to produce a compre-
hensive view of the iconographic significance of
Rembrandt’s work to the extent that we intended in
the early stages. The place left empty by the death of
Professor Emmens was not filled. We owe much to
the publications of Dr. Christian Ttimpel, Ham-
burg, who put his unpublished thesis at our disposal
and with whom we had fruitful discussions. Both he
and Dr. Colin Campbell, Exeter, who also made
his unpublished thesis available to us, contributed
greatly to our treatment of iconographic aspects
of Rembrandt’s paintings and their formal sources.

In general, we have limited ourselves, in most
catalogue entries, to dealing with present knowledge
in iconography and, in a few cases, to making sug-
gestions based on views gained from this. Sometimes
these differ sharply from commonly held and still
rather romantically tinged ideas of the meaning that
Rembrandt’s pictures may have held for him and his
contemporaries.

Some reflections on method

After what has been said on our working procedure
and, particularly, on the scientific examinations that
supplemented our observations, we feel the need,
after some ten years’ experience, to review the expec-
tations we had when we started, and how far these
changed as time went on. This is all the more ap-
posite as we have the impression that those in the
world of art history who are interested in our work-
ing method and its results are not always aware of
the limited possibilities that scientific examination
offers, and of the relative weight it carries when
forming an opinion on a painting’s authenticity.
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Increasing activity in the field of scientific ex-
amination of works of art warranted the hope that
the results of such research might help in forming an
opinion as to authenticity. Our expectations wcre
limited in this respect, and fairly well defined. We
realized, for instance, that the results of scientific
examination would never be able to provide proof of
whether a painting was by Rembrandt himself, by
one of his pupils or by a painter in his immediate
circle. We did hope for firm evidence in the category
of works which we believed, on stylistic grounds,
might be later imitations of Rembrandt’s style.
Though here, too, we were well aware that in most
cases we would have to say that the painting in
question was ‘not demonstrably later than the 17th
century’, we did however hope that with at least
some of the works we examined it would be possible
to prove a later date of production, and that on the
basis of such cases we might extend this conclusion to
others. In this respect we have had, over the years, to
change our ideas drastically. We found not only that
the number of ‘demonstrably later’ paintings was
almost negligible, but even that some of those that
we had, because of stylistic features, regarded as
being 18th or 1gth century in origin could be proved,
or virtually proved, to date from the seventeenth.
One need hardly say that coming to terms with this
experience was a painful process. Insufficient knowl-
edge of what might happen in 17th-century work-
shops had, it seems, led to our expectations following
toorigid a pattern. On this point, scientific tests have
belied our expectations. On the whole, however, the
combination of thorough visual examination and
scientific investigation has created a much broader
basis for developing criteria of authenticity.

A major limitation on the usability of the results of
scientific examination in answering questions of
authenticity lies in the fact that there seems to be no
marked difference in the use of materials and work-
ing procedures between Rembrandt and his close
circle or even the wider circle of followers and
imitators, since these methods and materials basi-
cally fit a general 17th-century workshop practice.
This means that one has to search for individual
features in the application of these common
materials and methods on a minute scale — by study-
ing the way the paint has been applied and the
different stages in the execution relate to each other,
but also by taking into account the organization of
the composition, the characteristics of the ‘stage-
direction’, and imponderables such as the mood of
the painting. Style in the broadest sense, from the
single brushstroke to the general design of a paint-
ing, constitutes the repertory of features which
enable one to accept or reject a painting. Technical
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features have, of course, to fit stylistic indications in
order to converge with them towards an opinion; but
only rarely are they of decisive importance. Most
later imitations or fakes with a deviant technique
have been eliminated already, in former waves of
purification. What we are left with in Bredius’ cata-
logue, our point of departure, are in general 17th-
century paintings. Thus only incidentally will a sig-
nificant departure from normal 17th-century paint-
ing practice provide a clue for rejection. Even with a
method as elegant as dendrochronology, which may
occasionally prove that certain panels derived from
the same tree, one has no absolute proof that the
paintings concerned are by the same hand — one is
not prevented from ascribing one to Rembrandet, the
other to somebody from his workshop or even to an
imitator around the corner who bought his panels in
the same shop. In fact, even if all Rembrandts were
to be subjected to thorough scientific investigation, a
decision on their authenticity would rest mainly on
considerations of a very different kind.

Nonetheless, the idea that thorough knowledge of
the painting as a physical object would produce
more precise authenticity criteria has provided the
unique situation that nearly all paintings accepted
by Bredius were studied closely, and a considerable
amount of new knowledge was gathered which was
to some extent relevant to the quest for authenticity.
Moreover, this situation created an exceptionally
broad basis for connoisseurship on Rembrandt,
though this in no way guarantees sound judgment;
connoisseurship depends heavily on the discernment
of eye and sensitivity of taste, not to mention the
knowledge and wisdom necessary to understand the
artist’s ways.

Our attempt to define and purify Rembrandt’s
ocuvre amounts to an effort to find rational, commu-
nicable arguments to support our opinions. In the
field of art history this is no new venture — the search
for objective methods to differentiate between the
hands of painters has been going on since the 1gth
century. Morelli’s notion that elements of minor
importance in a painting are produced by routine,
and therefore betray an artist’s involuntary habits,
provided a method, thought of as objective, for dis-
tinguishing different hands in otherwise closely re-
lated paintings. This method, which was applied to
paintings from the Italian Renaissance, is based
mainly on the study of well defined shapes like ears,
hands and fingernails. It was later elaborated by
Berenson in the same field of Renaissance Art. With
Rembrandt and with his pupils and followers, how-
ever, the definition of form is far less accurate than in
paintings of the Italian Renaissance, while areas of
little importance are usually hardly defined; the
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Morellian method is thus not easily applied to their
paintings. The fact that in Rembrandt’s paintings
the brushwork is a most subtly varied and rich fea-
ture inspired A. P. Laurie in the 1920s to concentrate
on the search for criteria by analysing the brushwork
in comparable areas in comparable paintings. One
cannot say that this method brought conclusive re-
sults. Transferring a graphological approach to the
analysis of brushwork in a painting where the brush-
work seems to be the most suitable for these in-
vestigations — the lit areas — the brushstrokes are
applied with a particular aim in mind, connected
with the suggestion of texture, light or shape; the
brushwork thus varies in accordance with that aim.
Moreover, Rembrandt’s brushwork must have been
recognized through the ages as being one of the main
features of his style, and therefore served as a point of
focus for pupils as well as imitators, just as his highly
individual handling of pen and brush in his drawings
was copied with the utmost care. Laurie’s efforts,
based as they were on the study of isolated passages,
were rooted in ideas connected with the expressionist
art of his days. This is not to say that individual
features in the brushwork of a 17th-century artist
should be denied any significance for identifying an
individual artistic temperament. The study of these
features is indispensable in the quest for authentic-
ity, but reducing the brushwork to abstract patterns
by means of macrophotography, as Laurie did in
order to isolate comparable elements of paintings, is
obviously not the right way; the brushwork can be
significant only in the context of the entire painting.
M. M. van Dantzig developed a method which he
called ‘pictology’, in which he tried to combine
Morelli’s ideas with Laurie’s while expanding the
criteria for authentication with a variety of other
features which he extrapolated from a body of gener-
ally authentic, accepted paintings. His work resulted
in long lists of characteristic features which he
elaborated for Frans Hals, Vermeer and also,
though unpublished, for Rembrandt. His lists in-
clude features at a variety of levels, and thus do not
suffer from the ‘one-dimensionality’ of Morelli’s and
Laurie’s criteria. With pictology a painting has to
‘score’ atleast a certain amount of points from such a
list to be accepted.

At first sight, one might think that such a method
is nearly identical with the process that, on a less
conscious level, takes place in the connoisseur’s
mind. And no doubt the connoisseur’s arguments,
when he is forced to rationalize and formulate his
considerations, will not differ basically from the
criteria included in Van Dantzig’s lists. In reality,
however, the processes which take place in the sub-
conscious layers of the connoisseur’s mind seem to



differ basically from such an analytical model. It is
more probably a synthesis which determines the
processes involved. M. J. Friedlinder used to ill-
ustrate this with the charming image of the con-
noisseur as an ‘imaginary pupil’ of the painter he is
studying: he is following the processes of the artist’s
mind and hand rather than analysing the final
result. It may be a truism to say that a painting is
more than the sum of the features one may isolate by
analysis. It is a mistake to think that even the most
meticulous process of argument for or against the
authenticity of a painting covers the whole of the
visual experiences that led to that opinion. The
chilling impression one gets of a method like that of
Van Dantzig, let alone those of Morelli or Laurie, is
of the reduction of the painting to an assemblage of
isolated features, almost like the sum of a series of
habits. Without stressing the romantic image of the
artist, one feels this does not do justice to artistic or
indeed any other human activity. In the case of a
great artist like Rembrandt the friction between
mechanistic methods of authentication and the rich-
ness of the artistic personality is all the more poign-
ant, as the level of creativity of an artist may well be
in inverse proportion to the continuity or regularity
to be expected from the evolution of his style and
even from the quality of his works.

The term ‘habits’, used to signify recurrent
features in a group of paintings, is of course too
narrow a definition of style. In the widest sense,
limits to what is possible are set by the aesthetics
acceptable to the period in which paintings are pro-
duced. More specifically connected to an individual
is what could be called the artistic vision that one
feels sets certain margins to what the artist makes or
allows his hand to do, and his eye to see, while
painting. Sometimes consciously, but mostly uncon-
sciously, the spectator collects in his visual memory
complexes of peculiarities regarded as indicative of
the artist’s vision. These can be isolated features, or
much more complex characteristics which escape
objective analysis but are nonetheless perceived and
considered, rightly or wrongly, as typical for the
artist.

When one tries to isolate a feature of this kind in
the work from the Leiden period, the rendering of
materials such as drapery and books comes to mind.
In works from the years 1626—1629 one can see how
much the specific nature of different materials is
subordinated to the heavy, uniform rhythm of a
handling of paint which, in a single homogeneous
pattern, encompasses the plasticity of the surface,
the swelling of the contours and the light and colour
values seen under a particular lighting. A feature
like this may well be called a clue to one of the secrets
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which account for the evident individuality
achieved by Rembrandt in his early works. Itis asif
this and other features are held within certain
boundaries, the limits of what a painter feels to be
essential for a good painting. The onlooker, by ob-
serving a number of paintings, or rather by absorb-
ing them in his visual memory, develops a certain
understanding for these boundaries. This is what
Friedlinder meant by the connoisseur being a pupil,
not collecting knowledge but rather developing a
certain ‘tact’, an inner measure of what a painter
thinks or feels to be effective, permissible or beauti-
ful. Of course pupils and followers could to a certain
degree actually develop the same ‘tact’. Some of
these features are however so complex that it is
hardly possible to suppose they were absorbed and
then mobilized when the pupils painted in
Rembrandt’s manner. An example of this might be
the ‘weight’ of figures in a painting: comparing the
work of one painter with that of another, one gets the
feeling that each painter has his own perception of
the mass his figures suggest. Itis as if he does not rest
until his figures sit and stand, move and even fly,
emanating a specific feeling of weight which the
onlooker registers. It was Heinrich Wélfflin who
drew attention, in the field of architecture, to how
our sensibility for the illusion of weight is generated
by our own body sensations. A certain impression of
mass can of course be reached in a variety of ways: by
the proportions, by the extent to which limbs pro-
trude from the main bulk of the figure, by the way
the figure relates to its cast shadow or to the base it
rests on, but also for instance by the direction of the
brush stroke. This example demonstrates the num-
ber of variables that can be connected with a feature
which is felt to be typical of an artist. In connoisseur-
ship it is probably to a large extent the ability to
‘taste’ these complex features that counts more than
the analysis of the elements that add up to them.

Still less easy to grasp in words is the way the paint
surface, as a structured substance, relates to the
degree of illusion aimed at by the artist. Of course,
such a relation cannot be measured — it can hardly
be described. It is only sensed, though sensed in a
very precise way, by the onlooker. An attempt to put
these feelings into words results in cither a lapidary
but very unspecific statement about the quality of
the painting, or a poetic evocation in words that does
not translate such a visual feature directly, but pro-
vides a metaphor of it. Friedldnder proposed such
poetic evocation as the only sensible way to do the
artist justice once one is in a position where ver-
balization is necessary; something which in the very
end is a rather questionable necessity.

In our catalogue entries the reader will find no
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poetry. We positively mistrust poetic evocations of
rembrandtish qualities. Deeply-felt songs of praise
have been written in the past about highly suspect
paintings in which no one believes today. The tone
in our catalogue is usually very down-to-earth.
Many of the subtleties which determine the quality
of a painting, and which might even contain valu-
able clues as to its authenticity, may have been
noticed and not put into words. Much energy has
been devoted to a careful record of our close in-
spections of the paintings. This has certainly led to
quite lengthy descriptions of observations which in
many cases hardly contribute in the final analysis to
the formation of our opinions. The recording of
brushstrokes, colours, translucencies and so on
sprang partly from the idea that certain clues might
subsequently be derived from the body of these ob-
servations. Yet these descriptions are not complete;
when, after some five years, we discovered that there
was a fixed order in applying the paint (see Chapter
I1), we could find in our reports hardly any mention
of which area overlapped another. This is a clear
demonstration that every description is guided by
certain assumptions and expectations as to the rel-
evance of an observation, and that where relevant
assumptions fail to be made, significant phenomena
are not observed. Features such as small differences
between the contours in the X-rays and those in the
surface of the painting became understandable only
through the theory just mentioned, and it was only
then that these differences were consciously noticed.
No doubt other features, just as interesting and sig-
nificant, are being overlooked to this day. Careful
examination of every single painting certainly did
produce a mass of evidence which in one way or
another helped to form a picture of idiosyncracies in
Rembrandt’s working methods and style to an
extent where a body of paintings could be singled out
which all of us were ready to accept as original. The
limits of that body of work remained blurred. Many
paintings questioned by us show basically the same
features and peculiarities as the accepted ones, but
they show them in a more or less different way. The
essential question is how much divergence is to be
accepted as possible within the work of one hand.
Adopting a low tolerance of deviation from the
‘norm’ is of course the easiest solution to the prob-
lem, but this may lead to the rejection of originals.
Gerson, for instance, rejected the Artist in oriental
costume (no. A 40) on the basis of its deviations in the
quality of execution. We tended to agree with him
after our first inspection of the painting; however,
the X-rays revealed hitherto unknown features of
the genesis of the painting which made it virtually
impossible to assume that it was not an autograph
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work. It is very hard to draw the consequences from
such a case. It forces one to admit that the criteria
and, in this case, the quality standards that were
applied were too rigid; it means that one has to revise
these criteria and standards because of internal
evidence. But such undeniable evidence only rarely
occurs.

A case like the initial rejection of the Artist in
ortental costume is a demonstration of the force of
preconception: that an artist has a certain limit as to
the quality of his work. If that preconception is too
strong, compiling a catalogue of an artist’s oeuvre
turns out to be hardly more than making a selection
of his best paintings. Another preconception is the
idea that the evolution of an artist must be thought of
as logical: dated works that do not meet our expec-
tations about his stylistic development may be either
rejected or given another date. Although we have
been well aware of the risk involved, we have in two
instances gone so far as to assign to pictures dates
differing from those inscribed — not too convinc-
ingly, to be sure — on them: the Berlin Samson and
Delilah (no. A 24) inscribed 1628 we have moved
forward to 1629/g0 and the Cleveland Bust of a young
man (no. A 23) inscribed 1652 we have moved back
to ¢. 1629, thus relying on our conception of a logical
evolution. The preconception of a logical evolution
is obviously such an indispensable aid to finding
one’s way in an oeuvre that it is hard to do without.
But these preconceptions may pave the way for mis-
interpretations as they tend to stretch reality along
the ruler of causality. The gradual building-up of an
intuitive understanding of an artist’s vision is not
purely the collecting of a stock of visual memories,
but also the ‘reconstruction’ of an individual, with its
possibilities and limits and even with its potentiali-
ties. One’s opinions on authenticity are based a great
deal on this reconstructed image of the artist, but
every fresh confrontation with paintings seen before
causes {riction between one’s image of the artist and
the actual work of his hand. Itis asif, time and again,
a distortion occurs through one’s own mental
structure being projected on the imaginary mental
structure of the artist. The emergence of the Utrecht
Baptism of the eunuch (no. A 5) was, in this context, a
most interesting experience for anybody who
thought his image of the young Rembrandt was by
then clearcut. Some of the reactions Defoer, who
discovered the painting, encountered when he
showed Rembrandt scholars his photographs were
negative; the painting did not at first match their
reconstruction of the artist’s image. The set of argu-
ments which later, after initial doubt, were adduced
in support of the painting’s attribution provide an
appropriate demonstration of our working method.
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number of paintings that we were unable to track
down, and have been unable to discuss for lack of
actual examination, total four (Br. 72, 83, 461 and
635). Three of these were included in a list of 27
missing Rembrandts published in a Letter to the
Editor of the Burlington Magazine (112 (1970), Pp.
239), which produced no response. Some of the
pictures have however since reappeared, and five of
these are included in the present volume (nos. A 7,
C8,Cg3,C36and C40). We have added a number
of paintings not listed by Bredius, which we consider
either authentic or otherwise relevant from a
scholarly viewpoint, most of them having been pub-
lished or exhibited as by Rembrandtsince 1937 (nos.
A1,A5, A14,A15, A35,B2,B3,C1,C3,C4,CjH
and C g1) and one not yet known as such (no. A 22).
Of three of these another version was already listed
by Bredius as being an original (nos. A 14, A 22 and
Cgr).

The text for each entry comprises a descriptive, an
interpretative and a documentary section. As has
already been said, we are aware that our description
of the physical features is of a rough-and-ready kind,
based on the use of an ordinary household tapemea-
sure, a magnifying glass, and only occasionally more
sophisticated equipment. In describing the paint
layer we have, with similar reservations, aimed at
achieving accuracy, especially as regards the state of
preservation. In doing so we did not always avoid a
certain amount of subjectivity. We originally tried in
the descriptive sections entirely to disregard pic-
torial quality (understood as the relationship, seen
within a stylistic framework, between the use of
materials and the artistic intentions); but this would
have led to such a colourless account that any judg-
ment offered in the comments would not, for the
reader, seem to bear any detectable relation to the
observations described. Something of the same kind
applies even more strongly to the description of
signatures: here we have as a rule given at once our
impression of whether the signature is from the
artist’s own hand or not; this avoids the risk, which
offering a neutral description would bring, of gen-
erating an appearance of consistency and dependa-
bility where really there are divergencies. A de-
scriptive survey of the signatures we look on as being
authentic is provided in Chapter I'V of the Introduc-
tion. In discussing the X-rays, too, we have as far as
possible added an interpretation, without which a
description would make little sense to the reader. In
addition to the descriptions of support, ground and
paint layer we have given details of the results of
scientific examination of a number of the paintings
we discuss; a number of experts and institutions were
kind enough to make these available to us. Read in
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conjunction with the catalogue entries for individual
paintings, and in particular with Chapter II of the
Introduction, these results yield significant infor-
mation in a number of cases. Even in instances where
there does not for the moment seem to be any obvi-
ous significance, we have referred to what scientific
data are available in a separate check list.

The interpretative comments (and their sum-
maries) are meant primarily to provide a reasoned
statement about attribution and dating, based on
our observations of the paintings and on other
available data. The signatures occupy a relatively
minor place in the reasoning. Arguments are drawn
mainly from the affinities and differences seen when
a work is compared with others, and from the result-
ing possibility or otherwise of situating the painting
within the context of Rembrandt’s work. Mention,
in 17th-century documents and sources, of works
that are still identifiable today constitutes important
confirmation of the validity of this context. It must
be said at once, however, that even longstanding
attributions need to be approached with caution,
and that only in a handful of cases can it safely be
assumed that a painting known today is identical
with one mentioned in the 17th century. In develop-
ing our arguments, features which are termed ‘styl-
istic characteristics’ are discussed in each case in
fragmentary form, and these are surveyed in
Chapter I as a framework for the conclusions on the
individual paintings. We also look briefly at stylistic
relationships with the work of other artists, and at
the nature and significance of the subject-matter.

In the documentary section we have followed in
the footsteps of earlier catalogues of the painter’s
oeuvre and given a place to copies of the painting in
question. We depart from normal custom, however,
in being selective; copies devoid of any documentary
or artistic importance — and there are more of these
than we could ever trace — have in most cases been
omitted, in the belief that achieving completeness
would be both impossible and pointless. Attention
has been given to the provenance of copies only
when this seemed important for throwing light on
that of the original. In referring to prints after a
painting we have tried to cover all of these up to
about 1800, because of the potential value of older
prints as a source of information about the earlier
appearance of a painting, its history and its attri-
bution. Later reproductions, which seldom if ever
add to our knowledge on these points, have been
ignored. The list of engravers provided by von
Wurzbach in his Kinstlerlexikon has been of immense
value in assembling this material; the same is true of
the indexes we consulted in the Rijksprentenkabi-
net, Amsterdam, the Print Room of the British



The painting turned out to be linked with Rem-
brandt’s oeuvre by a variety of aspects, at various
levels. None of these aspects separately would have
provided a conclusive argument in favour of the
attribution, but all of them together provided a most
elegant constellation of positive evidence. These in-
cluded the size and composition of the panel, the
nature and function of the ground and underpaint-
ing, the extent to which these were visible, the order
of working and the characteristics of the areas left in
reserve during the making-up of the painting, the
way in which the edges of the paint surface were
(partly) left uncovered, the degree and nature of
changes in the composition, the way these demon-
strated the painter’s ‘discussion’ with Lastman
(already familiar from the Balaam, no. A 2), charac-
teristic features in the application of the paint, its
consistency and behaviour in the course of time,
certain compositional principles in the organization
of the groups of figures, and certain peculiarities in
the colour scheme. All this made it possible to accept
unusual features in the spatial organization, the
treatment of the foreground and landscape, the
exccution of Philippus’ head, the posture of the
cowering negro, etc., and induced us to adopt these
features as hitherto unsuspected potentialities in our
image of the young Rembrandt.

But not always are cases as clear as this. The
indications for and against within the general ‘Rem-
brandtishness’ are often not as significant, and do
not add up as overwhelmingly, as in the case of the
Utrecht painting. Given the complexity of im-
pressions, observations and findings on which an
opinion or acceptance or rejection must rest, it is
inevitable that in a number of cases the weighing of
positive and negative evidence has been a subtle
process which it is difficult to mould into rational
rcasoning. Even if the utmost care has been spent in
rendering our train of thoughts, one may feel that,
especially in the case of rejections, the reasoning
tends to sound more self-assured than it deserves
when the actual relevance of the arguments used is
considered, and to reflect an excessive optimism
about the possibility of basing attributions and re-
jections on precise criteria. The number of cases
where the decision as to whether a painting is con-
sidered authentic or notis left open is fairly small (see
nos. B 1—7). This can be seen as an indication that
there has been an urge to express firm opinions. In
this respect, this book is in the tradition of oeuvre
catalogues that present a solid body of accepted
works and just as solid a body of rejected paintings,
in a situation where in fact there is always room for
discussion and reconsideration.

The fact that this project is being carried out by a
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team of art historians has caused curiosity as well as
outright scepticism in the scholarly world. The
reason no doubt lies in the fact that, adopting in-
tuition as a major tool for arriving at an image of the
artist and his work, it seems an impossible arrange-
ment to operate as a group, which by definition
cannot share a joint intuition. Again a certain
amount of optimism about the possibility of achiev-
ing better-defined criteria of authenticity might
serve as an explanation. Once that optimism is
adopted, there is no reason not to undertake an
enterprise as enormous as ours with more than one
person. Team work has its advantages and its dan-
gers. The opportunity for sharing one’s observations
and mutually testing one’s opinions has certainly
been enriching and favourable to the quality of our
work. The way decisions on a final opinion have
been taken, and the unperceivable forces that have
played their part in this process would — as with any
team effort — be an interesting subject for a socio-
psychological study. A closely knit group tends to
feel less doubts or hesitations than an individual.
The dilemmas of a team member were occasionally
washed away by the cogency of the others. But the
project has lasted long enough to allow initial hesi-
tations that were swamped by the firmness of other’s
opinions to come back to the surface, and give rise to
useful reconsiderations. The expression of open dis-
agreement became a necessary consequence of our
growing realization of the inevitability of subjectiv-
ity in the quest for authenticity. The fact that the
opportunity to express dissenting opinions has
hardly been used in this volume serves as a demon-
stration of the fact that a clarified image of the early
Rembrandt oeuvre was developed on the basis of
consensus. This clarification was a direct result of,
and only possible through, the intense accumulation
of visual experience and data about the paintings
that our enquiry provided.

The catalogue

The scope, editing and arrangement of the cata-
logue call for some comment, apart from the practi-
cal notes that precede it.

The selection of the material to be discussed is
based on the Bredius publication of 1935-97. Our
first volume deals with paintings which can be con-
sidered as having been produced by Rembrandt in
Leiden in the years 1625-1691, or which display a
style derived from these; a few paintings that bear
the date 1631 but give the impression of having been
painted after Rembrandt’s move to Amsterdam will
be included in volume 11, with the works from 1632
and subsequent years. For the Leiden years the



Museum, London, the Cabinet des Estampes at the
Bibliothéque Nationale, Paris, and the Albertina,
Vienna. Contemporary prints stand in a class of
their own; the value of these as documentary
evidence for the authenticity of the picture repro-
duced is discussed as a separate issue in Chapter I11
of the Introduction. Finally, we have gone into the
provenance of the individual paintings. With all due
honour paid to the colossal and invaluable work
done by Hofstede de Groot and his assistants, we
believe that the way in which his pedigrees (based as
they are on old descriptions without quoting them)
have been published has in fact rendered impossible
any critical check, and has not infrequently sug-
gested a continuity that can at most be regarded as
hypothetical. Our pedigrees, too, are naturally to
some extent hypothetical. Wherever necessary this is
indicated, and we have so far as possible gone
through all the old auction catalogues with the aid of
Frits Lugt’s Répertoire des catalogues de ventes. In order
to enable the reader to form his own opinion we have
cited in extenso the descriptions contained in these up
to about 1800. In addition to this, all available sales
catalogues up to this date have been combed afresh
for references to Rembrandt with the indefatigable
assistance of Mrs. L. Peese Binkhorst; while not
always a rewarding task, this has yielded a number
of interesting results. Collections consulted for this
purpose included those of the Rijksprentenkabinet,
Amsterdam, the Bibliotheque Royale Albert I and
the Bibliothéque des Musées Royaux des Beaux-
Arts, Brussels, the Library of the University of
Ghent, the Rijksbureau voor Kunsthistorische
Documentatie, The Hague, the British Library,
London, the Cabinet des Estampes and the Départe-
ment des Imprimés of the Bibliothéque Nationale,
Paris, and the Bibliotheque d’Art et d’Archéologie of
the University of Paris. In addition, thanks to the
kind permission of the late Dr.V. Loewinson-
Lessing, Leningrad, and Dr. F. Lahusen, Kassel, we
were fortunate enough to consult unpublished in-
ventories of the collections of Catharina II of Russia
and Wilhelm VIII of Hesse respectively.

In the bibliographical references that accompany
most of the entries we have in no way attempted to
be exhaustive; this is because we would have been
unable to achieve a really comprehensive coverage,
and did not in fact wish to do so. Experience shows
that amassing references some of which are of scant
interest does more to confuse than to illuminate.
Apart from the references (at the start of each entry)
to the most commonly consulted catalogues of
Rembrandt’s works by Hofstede de Groot, Bredius,
Bauch and Gerson, we have quoted opinions from
older and more recent literature only where these
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seemed to us to be germane to the interpretation
being given. We can only hope that in making this
selection we have not left out too much that is of
interest.

Where the arrangement of the catalogue is con-
cerned, our intention from the outset has been to
arrange the paintings we regard as being authentic,
given an A-number, in chronological order to give
the clearest possible picture of a development. This
was quite easy to do for the Leiden years. The large
number of dated works, their relatively homogene-
ous character as far as style and subject are con-
cerned, and the rapid and fairly clear stylistic devel-
opment made it possible and meaningful to arrange
the paintings in chronological order, and in an
iconographical order within each year. Two limita-
tions have to be placed on this. First, not all the
works are dated, and these had to be fitted into the
sequence on the basis of style and technique. Because
of this state of affairs (which 1s in fact common
enough) the value of a dating is virtually that of a
symbol for a stylistic relationship, something that we
tend perhaps all too readily to identify with chrono-
logical reality. Secondly there is, set against the bulk
of history paintings, a smaller number of head-and-
shoulders paintings which sometimes can be related
stylistically to the former but usually cannot. When,
in future volumes covering the Amsterdam years, a
distinction can be more clearly drawn between
categories of paintings, it will be sensible to discuss
homogeneous groups each spanning a greater
number of years.

After the paintings we regard as being authentic
comes a small group with B-numbers. These are
paintings about whose authenticity we have, for a
variety of reasons, not been able to reach any definite
decision one way or the other. We think that from
the scholarly viewpoint it is right plainly to indicate
this uncertainty, and to set out the arguments for
and against as clearly as possible.

The C-category consists of a great variety of paint-
ings, whose only common quality consists in their
having been accepted as authentic by Bredius
whereas, in our opinion, a sufficiently convincing
relationship between them and the works we con-
sider to be authentic cannot be found. The paintings
in this category thus range from works of art in their
own right (which though influenced by or connected
with Rembrandt’s work cannot be attributed to
him) on the one hand, to copies and imitations on
the other. We intended at first to distinguish be-
tween these two categories by grouping them sep-
arately, but as our work progressed this proved vir-
tually impossible. Drawing a sharp dividing line
between bona fide paintings by contemporary artists
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and more or less old, possibly fraudulent imitations
would require a much clearer insight into 17th-
century standards than we possess. The situation is
complicated further by the fact that only a small
number of works by immediate followers can be
attributed to known artists. One can indeed distin-
guish groups of paintings which seem to be by one
hand, but with the exception of Jan Lievens (nos. C 1
and C 2), Gerard Dou (no. C g and possibly nos. C 5,
C1oand C 18) and Isaac de Jouderville (no. Cg) the
artists must, for the time being, remain anonymous
(nos. C 19 and C 20; C 25 and a painting that cannot
now be traced). Copies after Rembrandt’s work may
or may not have originated in his immediate circle
(see particularly under no. A 40) but even consider-
ing this they do not form a distinct group. Three
paintings may, for various reasons, be assumed to
reflect lost originals (nos. C17, G g6 and C41) but
the possibility that this is also true of a few others
cannot be excluded. A greater problem is however
that in a number of cases it is all but impossible to
decide whether the Rembrandtesque aspectis due to
a deliberate, or even fraudulent, intention or to
Rembrandt’s direct influence on a pupil or follower.
It 1s only false signatures, if they form part of the
original paint layer, that can provide cogent
grounds for labelling a painting as a forgery. It
would be of greater interest, however, to discover
more about the time and place of the production of
these paintings. In only one instance have we been
successful in this respect (concerning the author of
nos. G 12 and C 14); in general, however, our feel-
ings are vague in the extreme. Bearing in mind the
secrecy of the forger’s world, and the consequent
lack of documentary evidence, this is perhaps not to
be wondered at. One conclusion, based especially on
a number of continuous pedigrees, is quite definite:
imitations that give evidence of a greater or lesser
degree of understanding of Rembrandt’s style and
technique were already being turned out in the 17th
century. This may help to explain why the difference
between the imitation and the school- or shop-piece
has proved insufficiently clearcut to justify a sep-
arate heading for each category.

The primary aim of our work was thus to delimit
Rembrandt’s painted oeuvre, by reconsidering the
authenticity of the paintings generally attributed to
him. We have tried to interpret our observations of
the paintings in such a way that they can be related
to a conception of his style and working methods
formed over the years, and presented in the first two
chapters of the Introduction. Naturally, our views
are not the last word there is to be said on the subject;
they come from testing observations and data
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against a conception thatis just as open to discussion
as any scholarly hypothesis.
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Chapter I

The Stylistic Development

The style characteristics one assigns to a work of art
comprise a selection of observations and interpre-
tations which is made with a particular purpose in
mind. Our purpose has been to link Rembrandt’s
paintings done during his Leiden years on the
grounds of their points of agreement, and to separate
the non-authentic from the authentic where the dif-
ferences exceed the borderline of what may be plau-
ibly considered the work of one artist. From this it
will already be clear that the characteristics to be
ascribed to the young Rembrandt are far from form-
ing a single, clearcut body of features; on the con-
trary, their definition is the result of a complicated
process consisting mainly of a comparison of all the
paintings eligible for consideration. In making this
comparison, certain paintings can provide more or
less well-documented initial points of reference; but
these are not necessarily the most representative
works, and the documentation, which is seldom con-
clusive, in fact serves mainly to confirm or bring
precision to a connexion that has been arrived at in
some other way. The same is true of signatures:
though some of them make a more graphologically
convincing impression than others, they take on the
weight of evidence only when their appearance
bears out a conclusion reached on different grounds.

The stylistic features adopted here to connect
Rembrandt’s paintings were not a starting-point but
rather, as has just been said, the result of constant
and conscientious comparison of findings. What we
have inferred from them has, up to the very last
moment, been subjected to minor modifications.
Rethinking arose from the interpretation of tech-
nical data and stylistic features, and resulted in slight
shifts in the limits set to what can be tolerated as
variations within the oeuvre of one and the same
artist. The fact that such rethinking could come at a
late stage highlights the nature of the whole process,
one that is marked throughout by the interplay
between the most objective possible description and
the extrapolation and comparison of what one feels
to be characteristic features of style and technique.

Rembrandt’s style and technique are not, of
course, something self-contained. As occasion arises,
the catalogue will point to relationships with his
teachers’ generation (mainly Pieter Lastman), with
his contemporaries (especially Jan Lievens), and
with his pupils (in particular Gerard Dou). For the
purposes of tracing out a picture of his autograph
work, however, these relationships can be
disregarded.

There is relatively little uncertainty about
Rembrandt’s early activities as a painter, because of
the large number of signed and dated works display-
ing close stylistic links. The Lyon Stoning of'S. Stephen

(no. A 1) has been chosen as our first entry because in
certain illuminated areas one can recognize the
manner of painting one knows from somewhat later
works, and this together with the signature and
inscribed date (1625) makes the work trustworthy as
a starting point. In a wide format Rembrandt here
makes a strong contrast between a relatively large,
broadly painted area in brown shadows and a
colourful lit area, in which the plastic suggestion of
separate forms predominates over their spatial ar-
rangement. It has been found that these forms were
laid down and developed separately, the empty
spaces that remained between them then being filled
in with isolated heads devoid of any suggestion of
further body shapes. The shaft of light, too, does
nothing towards making the three-dimensional ar-
rangement clearer; the townscape, forming a dark
backdrop, is left out of the dramatic lighting. Differ-
entiating the manner of painting to suit the facial
types and expressions is very much the prime con-
sideration. In this composition, fragmented from the
viewpoint of both conception and execution, there is
as yet little homogeneity of action.

We know of no less than six dated works from the
year 1626, and these display a number of differing
tendencies. All but one of them are vertical in
format, emphasizing the painter’s lack of affinity
(already seen in the S. Stephen) with the horizontal
format normal with Lastman and related artists.
Rembrandt’s works show an attempt at a greater
concentration of the action and a more economic use
of the picture area, even when various motifs are
borrowed from the frieze-like compositions of
Lastman. The Utrecht Baptism of the eunuch (no. A 5)
does, admittedly, resemble the S. Stephen closely in a
number of details such as the figures in the middle
ground and the horses’ heads: but the deliberation
with which the artist places his figures on a sloping
stage, has them filling most of the picture area in a
sinuous grouping, and makes them gradually smal-
ler as distance requires, brings a definite gain in
spatial coherence compared to the earlier painting.
The light (falling, exceptionally, from the right)
does make some contribution to this, but does as
little to create a distinction between the various
planes as does the vista immediately adjoining the
empty foreground; in the final analysis, the plastic
quality of the figures predominates over the sug-
gestion of the space around them. In the Paris
Balaam (no. A 2, on a panel of similar size), with its
limitation of depth and its enrichment and enliven-
ing of plastic form in light and shadow, Rembrandt
seems very quickly to have recognized his own weak-
ness and strength. The construction is still produced
by piling up shapes, with secondary motifs again
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dictating the silhouette against the sky; but the
action in the foreground is executed with a dynamic
in the brushwork in which the colourful draperies
and the vegetation in the foreground are equally
involved. Though in this case the pictorial dynamic
is related to the action, this is not necessarily always
so, as will be clear in the works from 1627 where it is
precisely the static form that appears charged with
the same energy. This does not yet apply to the
smaller and obviously less mature Moscow Driving-
out of the moneychangers (no. A 4). Here the heads and
gesticulating arms are distributed over the picture
area as in the righthand half of the S. Stephen, and the
manner of painting does not have the degree of
differentiation and the richness of the Balaam; as far
as we know Rembrandt was not to attempt such an
overloaded composition, with half-length figures, a
second time. The line of the Balaam was however at
once continued in the like-sized Amsterdam Musical
allegory (no. A 7); a similar fusion of still-life, drap-
eries and areas of flesh in the fierce side-lighting is
here further emphasized by the vigorous, almost
brutal way of painting. The colour, certainly no less
variegated than in the previous works, is counter-
pointed by the dark, neutral tones in the foreground
and background. The Amsterdam 7obit and Anna
(no. A g), which is, as an interior, quite comparable,
is also dated 1626, and nothing demonstrates better
the rapid development that Rembrandt must have
undergone in the course of that year. The design is,
admittedly, not essentially different — the picture
area is filled almost to the edges, the strong side-light
creates tangible forms as in a high-relief — yet colour
and rendering of materials are so much more subtle
that the difference between this and all earlier works
is astonishing, even when allowance is made for the
considerably smaller size of the painting.

Alongside these five works in a vertical format the
Leiden History painting (no. A 6) is still, in format and
inits scale and number of figures, in the mould of the
S. Stephen; yet it is precisely because of this that the
differences between it and the 1625 painting leap to
the eye. The very carefully thought-out distribution
of light and shade, creating alternating planes in
light and in shadow, regulates the effect of depth and
the way the figures are set out in space. The placing
of the figures satisfies a symmetry which is apparent
only after closer study. Looked at individually, the
figures — again unlike those in the S. Stephen — exhibit
a clear continuity of body structure. This finds ex-
pression, too, in the pictorial execution: architectu-
ral components and figures are frequently set down
from background to foreground, not only in forms
that are partly hidden by others but also in overlap-
ping brushstrokes, indicating an approach that has

changed markedly since the S. Stephen. As a result
this painting shows a multiplicity of static forms that
fail to produce an overall rhythmic pattern. A
greenish-blue which recurs in the various planes (as
one also finds in the Balaam) provides a linking
element in an otherwise variegated range of colours.

Despite its exceptional nature, the small painting
of David before Saul in Basle (no. A g, dated 1627 and
having the appearance of a painted sketch, or boz-
zetto) is close to the Leiden History painting from the.
viewpoint of ‘stage-direction’. The tension set up
between the standing, princely personages and their
retinues on the one hand and the kneeling figures on
the other, the way subjects are silhouetted, the use of
cool colour accents in the foreground and back-
ground, together with a number of resemblances of
detail, provide close links between these two paint-
ings. The Dauvid before Saul, in its sketchy treatment
and lighter colours, stands otherwise entirely alone
even among the works from 1627; this may perhaps
be accounted for by its function — only assumed as a
hypothesis and in any case also exceptional — as a
preparatory sketch.

The year 1627 is marked, for the rest, by a great
concentration of thematic drama, by an even more
intensive use of a specific lighting situation in which
large masses stand out with often sinuous outlines,
and — linked with this — by a reticence in the use of
colour which makes local colour subordinate to the
tonal value. The Berlin Rich man (no. A 10) and the
Stuttgart S. Paul in prison (no. A 11) both show this,
each in its own way. Both of them, in the great
attention paid to the shifting contour, the swelling
surfaces and the texture of the materials depicted in
a sharply-defined light, follow on from the Tobit and
Anna. Closely connected with the S. Paul in prison is
the undated Simeon in the Temple in Hamburg (no.
A12), and taken together foreshadow the 7wo old
men disputing of 1628 in Melbourne (no. A 13). In this
latter painting the breakdown into planes and the
contrast between light and dark are expressed en-
tirely in all-embracing sinuous contours. The result-
ing rhythmic linear pattern and the limited range of
colour (which is still full of variation in the details),
form a clear continuation of the tendencies seen in
1627.

The picture we have of Rembrandt’s production
in the year 1628 is, perhaps more than can be justi-
fied, determined mainly by this lastnamed painting.
It carries this weight because of the previously
(though no longer!) visible dating, and to the fact
that stylistically it leads on in a convincing way from
previous works. This cannot be said for the Berlin
Samson and Delilah (no. A 24), which bears a mono-
gram of unusual shape and a 1628 date. Without



being able to offer a confident explanation for this!,
we feel that this painting is closely allied in so many
ways to a group of works representing a clearly-
recognizable stylistic phase falling around 1629/30
at the earliest that we can disregard it here. This
means that Rembrandt’s output in the year 1628,
aside from the etchings he was now beginning to
produce and the work that was presumably already
done during the year on the Judas repentant, England,
private collection (no. A 15) dated 1629, is limited to
the Melbourne Two old men disputing and the Amster-
dam Self-portrait (no. A 14) which though undated
should, as we shall show in a moment, probably be
placed in this year.

In view of the variety of objectives that will
become evident in the works from 1629, the
Melbourne painting provides only to a limited
degree a point of reference from which to arrive at an
understanding of these. Of the three works dated
1629, the Jfudas repentant (which was executed in at
least three stages, and twice underwent drastic
changes) is still closest to the preceding works. For
the first time since 1626, as far as we know, Rem-
brandt again used a large panel. In the state in
which the painting was finally completed, the action
1s concentrated within a pyramid-shaped group set
to the right of centre which — just as in the Baptism of
the eunuch, the Balaam and the Simeon in the Temple — is
crowned not by a leading character but by one of the
secondary figures. In an earlier stage of the com-
position this figure (like that in the Simeon in the
Temple) stood out against a light background, butin
addition to this Judas was, in the first version, coun-
terbalanced by a figure set somewhat higher up to
the left, and the light fell behind and along a curtain,
which formed a dark repoussoir. Both this latter
motif and the diagonal spatial relationship between
the principal figures put the original form of the
composition very close to that of the Old men disputing
of 1628, making it even more likely that the Fudas
repentant was started in that year. In its final shape
the painting shows the most meticulous rendering of
detail, which confuses rather than clarifies the
spatial coherence and even the dramatic relation-
ships. It is as if this slightly unbalanced character
was an outcome of Rembrandt’s almost excessive
striving to bring perfection to this ambitious history

1 We are inclined to regard the rather aberrant signature and dating as not
being autograph (see no. A 24). The possibility of their being autograph
but added at a later stage cannot be entirely ruled out. An example of
antedating, prcsumably by Rembrandt himself and probably uninten-
tional, is provided by the drawing of the Raising of Lazarus in the British
Museum (Ben. 17) after Lievens’ composition of 1631 and dated 1630 (see
no. A 3o under 4. Comments). An ulterior and presumably autograph sig-
nature with correct dating is seen on The Artist in oriental costume in the Petit
Palais, Paris (see no. A 40 under 4. Comments).
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painting; the reintroduction of a richer colour-
scheme and the strikingly careful rendering of
materials, too, may well stem from the same cause.
At all events, the last result reflects a tendency appa-
rent during 1629 in as much as the light is, for by far
the greater part, softened and strong contrasts of
light and dark are avoided.

This tendency is seen quite clearly if one compares
two such similar works as the small Self-portrait in
Munich (no. A 19), dated 1629, and that in Amster-
dam (no. A 14) which precisely because of a stronger
contrast between light and dark must be placed
somewhat earlier. In the Amsterdam painting the
chiaroscuro is exploited to the full to achieve the
greatest possible variety in the handling of paint,
with the rough texture of the background, suggest-
ing a plastered wall, forming a linking element and
the contours (treated differently in each passage)
providing a contrast with this. In this effect there is
an unmistakeable relationship with the Old men dis-
puting of 1628, and a dating in that year is plausible.
In the Munich Self-portrait of 1629, on the other
hand, the subject and the execution of the hair area
and background are admittedly very closely related,
but the brushwork is on the whole looser and hence
more homogeneous, and the strength of the contrasts
of light and colour is diminished in favour of a unity
of atmosphere. This is achieved, inter alia, through
the fact that the brushstroke, plainly visible as such,
has gained a certain independence of the form it is
depicting.

These two tendencies — a preference for subdued
contrasts between light and dark, or even a uniform
soft lighting, and a greater autonomy for the
brushstroke — can now, in varying gradations and
separately or combined, be detected in a number of
works of which only one is dated 1629. In both
respects the Nuremberg S. Paul (no. A 26) especially
comes — allowing for the totally different subject-
matter — very close to the Munich Self-portrait: the
two works share both the subtle lighting giving a
simplified modelling, and the freedom in the brush-
work. In the S. Paul the changed approach results
quite clearly in a new relationship between the sur-
face pattern and the spatial effect. In the Melbourne
Old men disputing the sinuous contours already had a
large measure of linear independence by reason of a
clearly organized chiaroscuro. In the S. Paul the
rhythm of the line is broken, and the latter becomes
an expression of a spatial independence of objects as
they appear in a subdued lighting that binds the
shapes together rather than separating them. The
Boston Artist in his studio (no. A 18) in turn shows a
strong affinity with the S. Paul, especially in the
handling of the dimly-lit part of the room where the
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artist is standing; there is a certain similarity, too, in
the use of the dark repoussoir on the right in the
foreground, though this represents a more strongly
contrasting element which is, by its geometric form,
certainly unusual in Rembrandt. The Supper at
Emmaus (no. A 16) in the Musée Jacquemart-André,
Paris, must also be placed in this context: just as in
the Artist in his studio, the brushstroke in the light
areas is related to the rendering of wood, plaster and
still-life objects, yet has a freedom of’its own; asin the
S. Paul the contours undergo a certain simplification,
and the lighting effect depends on two different light
sources. The fact that the paint surface is however
different here (smoother, mainly) from that in the
other works in this group is due partly to the use of
paper as the support, but also to a major part of the
scene being shrouded in darkness. Related to the
Supper at Emmaus in this respect and to the other
paintings in other respects is, finally, the Turin Old
man asleep (no. A 17). This painting isdated 1629 and
thus provides confirmation of the chronological con-
nexion between the works we have grouped together
here on the ground of comparability of style. The
modelling of the head using flat, dark shadows and
finely-drawn touches of light recurs in identical form
in the Supper at Emmaus, the subtle impasto of the
voluminous draped garments in the tabard of the S.
Paul and those of the painter in the Artist in his studio.
Far more markedly than in any other work in this
group it is now the subdued lighting and dark sur-
roundings that are dominant.

It will be clear from the foregoing that the year
1629 represents a phase in Rembrandt’s work
during which he was putting into practice a widely
varying range of possibilities, especially as regards
lighting, yet doing so with a constantly and clearly
recognizable approach to form and way of handling
paint, and using frequently related compositional
motifs. This variety makes it difficult (leaving aside
the heads and head-and-shoulders portraits, which
can best be discussed separately) to see how the
works listed related chronologically to each other
and to the few works dated 1630; one may perhaps
assume that the Nuremberg S. Paul, which combines
the greatest degree of subtlety with the maximum
freedom of treatment, must be placed last in the list,
and dated at around 1629/g0. The situation is fur-
ther complicated by a small group of three undated
paintings that are fairly closely related to the 1629
works and which perhaps in part form the transition
to the year 1630.

This group, which can perhaps most safely also be
placed in 1629/30, includes first of all the Samson and
Delilah in Berlin, which has already been mentioned
(no. A 24) and bears a dating of 1628 which is most

probably incorrect. This painting does, it is true,
differ from the works mentioned above in its less
static representation; but in approach and in the
treatment of the figure of the Philistine — very suc-
cinctly modelled in the half-shadows and showing a
lively articulation of the contours even though seen
frontally — there is a striking affinity with the Nurem-
berg §. Paul. Against this, the meticulous elaboration
of the foreground area, illuminated by a beam of
light, seems more closely related to work that one
may assume to be of later date, such as similar areas
of the Amsterdam Jeremiah (no. A 28) or even works
from the early Amsterdam years. It is difficult to say
with any accuracy how close a connexion there is
between the Samson and Delilah and the Frankfurt
Saul and David (no. A 25), because of the very worn
condition of the latter painting. As well as the spatial
design, with the curtain providing a shielding ele-
ment, both these paintings (which are of similar size)
have in common the combination of a broadly-
indicated figure in the half-light and a brightly lit
and minutely detailed area, albeit in a slightly differ-
ent spatial arrangement. In a somewhat different
context again, the considerably larger Raising of
Lazarus in Los Angeles (no. A 30) exhibits a number
of (by now) familiar features: the modelling of
Christ’s robes reminds one of that in the Nuremberg
S. Paul, but the rather fitful lighting — dramatic in a
few spots of glancing light and quite sombre
elsewhere, with dark repoussoirs — and the inde-
pendence of the extremely detailed still-life motifs
reach back to related features in the Fudas repentant in
its final state. The (as we shall see) very complicated
genesis of the Raising of Lazarus leads one to assume,
as for the Judas repentant, a fairly protracted period of
work involving similar changes in the composition
(from a more diagonal to a more frontal arrange-
ment) and in the handling of light (from a contrast
effect in the centre to one at the periphery).

In relation to the major innovations of 1629, the
works from 1630 and the stylistically closely-asso-
ciated paintings from 1631 that can, for this reason,
be judged to have been done in Leiden represent, a
consolidation and enhancement of these new ways,
the enhancement applying to both the composition
and the pictorial execution.

Both these aspects are illustrated by the Feremiah,
dated 1630 (no. A 28). Compared to the Turin Old
man asleep of 1629, which is similar from the view-
point of subject, one sees how much the composition
has gained in unity; the curve described by the figure
fills, both in the flat and in the suggested depth, a
diagonal function which matches the spatial distri-
bution and is reinforced by the dense beam of light
and the concentration of colours differing widely in



warmth and intensity. As a pictorial enhancement,
one is struck by the thinly-painted areas of half-light
throughout the background to which the hint of
ground showing through lends a warm glow, an
effect that had been used only once or twice before
and then in a different context, in the self-portraits in
Amsterdam and Munich. A similar treatment is to
be seen in the background of the Innsbruck Old man
(no. A 29), also dated 1630, in which the strongly
differentiated and, in some areas, meticulous man-
ner of painting reminds one forcibly of that in the
Jeremiah. This similarity between a history painting
and a ‘tronie’ (head)? is in fact the exception rather
than the rule. Towards 1629 an unmistakeable dif-
ference in intent and in execution between various
categories of paintings becomes noticeable. Since we
do not know for certain to what purpose they were
produced — whether they were painted to order, for
sale or solely for personal use — we can classify them
only by their subject-matter and appearance and,
within these groupings, by size and by the manner in
which they were painted. They will be dealt with
below.

The history paintings, which are virtually all we
have been discussing up to now, continue to form a
relatively homogeneous group in 1630 and 1631 as
well, though the divergent tendencies outlined
during 1629 pursued their course. The format and
the scale of the figures in the Samson and Delilah, the
Saul and David and the jJeremiah recur repeatedly,
either with the contrasty lighting of the lastnamed
work as in the S. Peter in prison of 1631, Belgium,
private collection (no. A36) and — as one may
suppose — in the lost painting of Lot and his daughters
(cf. pp. 36—37, figs 1 and 2), or with the softening
brought about by a more or less dark background
and an accent (thus rendered all the stronger) laid
on avery detailed form in the light, as in the Amster-
dam Old woman reading (no. A 37) dated 1631, in the
undated Berlin Minerva (no. A 38), and -thoughina
smaller size — in the undated Andromeda in The
Hague (no. Agr1). A new type of composition,
though again on a panel of like size, is seen in the
Stmeon in the Temple of 1651 in The Hague (no. A g34)
with its uncommonly clearly-defined, vast depth
and its large number of smaller figures, exhaustively
modelled in broken tints when in the light and subtly
sketched in monochrome in the shadowy distance.
Akin to this, though far less ambitious in design,
must have been the Christian scholar which we believe
has survived only as a copy (no. C17) and which
presumably was also done in 1631.

It is more or less self-evident that the graphic

2 For the term trone sec p. 40, note 8.
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quality of brushstroke common to all these works,
where plastic form is endowed with relief in the lit
areas or is hinted at graphically in the areas of half-
light, must have posed its own special problems in
works of larger dimensions. In a few cases these
problems have been wholly surmounted, as in the
Christ on the cross of 1651 at Le Mas-d’Agenais (no.
A 35), where the subtly executed modelling of the
single, naked figure forms an effective contrast to the
dark background, which is barely indicated as a
cloud-filled sky. Usually, however, the predictable
problems can be quite clearly sensed. Not for noth-
ing did Constantijn Huygens note, around 1630,
that Rembrandt ‘wrapped up entirely in his own
work, likes best to concentrate in a smaller painting
[than the lifesize paintings of Jan Lievens] and
within a small compass to achieve an effect that one
may seek in vain in very large paintings by other
men’®. Huygens subsequently heaps exuberant
praise on the fudas repentant*, though even in that
painting we already saw a treatment of detail that
seems almost an anomaly in the context of the
overall composition. Something of the same kind
applies to The Artist in oriental costume in the Petit
Palais, Paris (no. A 40), which may be presumed to
date from 1631, where the figure — though on a
smaller panel —is painted on a larger scale and where
the painstaking attention to details of the costume
present a certain inconsistency with the skilful
spatial solution to the problem of the figure con-
ceived in a statuesque pose. Finally, the same applies
even more strongly to the Raising of Lazarus already
mentioned, and to the Berlin Abduction of Proserpina
(no. A 39), both painted on very large panels and
both typified by a vaguely indicated and darkly lit
setting with meticulous localized detail. Solutions to
problems of this kind called for a fresh pictorial
approach, one that Rembrandt was to find only
during his years in Amsterdam.

Similar problems must have beset the artist to an
even greater degree in painting the human face on a
larger scale. All three of the heads which we have up
to now been able to fit without difficulty into the
pattern of stylistic development, as this is apparent
from the history paintings, are small or very small in
size. Even the somewhat larger Man in gorget and cap
(no. A 8) can, with its emphatic and almost graphi-
cally-executed lighting effect, be associated with the
history paintings of 1626 and 1627; the attribution is
indeed based solely on this. Then come, after an

3 ... ule, suae se industriae involvens, in minorem tabulam conferre amat el compendia
effectum dare, quod in amplissimis aliorum frustra quaeras.’ Ed. J. A. Worp, in:
0.H. 9 (1891), pp. 125-126.

4 Quoted in entry no. A 15 under 5. Documents and sources.
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interval, the Self-portraits of 1628 and 1629 (nos. A 14
and A 19) which are closely related despite their
differences. ‘Self-portrait’is really a misleading term
to use for these paintings, even though we shall, for
want of anything better, continue to employ it
although the word ‘study’ runs the risk of being
anachronistic, one cannot escape the impression that
the artist was in both of these examples, as well asin a
number of etched self-portraits, setting himself one
particular problem of lighting, one that was also
occupying him at that very time in painting the
Judas repentant. This does not alter the fact that the
earlier of the two was, years later in 1634, etched by
J. G.van Vliet in a series to which the contempora-
neous Dutch term tronies (heads) seems to fit best.
Similarly the Innsbruck Old man (no. A 29g), dated
1630, was reproduced by van Vliet in an etching
three years later, but this very small painting also
belongs quite evidently to a number of ¢tronies consist-
ing in part of so-called ‘self-portraits’ of the kind
Rembrandt had been painting in both small and
large formats since 1629, and which did much to
decide his reputation among his contemporaries and
for posterity.

Rembrandt must initially have reacted in a
number of different ways to the difficulties this
subject-matter brought with it, especially in a large
format. This is at least how it seems to the art his-
torian, who finds it extremely difficult to find consis-
tent criteria for his attributions among the, on the
whole, meagre range of common features displayed
by these paintings, both between themselves and in
comparison to history paintings from the same
period.

The only etching dated 1629 is the remarkably
experimental self-portrait ‘done with a double
needle’ (B. 338). This etching not only seems symp-
tomatic of Rembrandt’s preoccupation with render-
ing heads and busts on a larger scale, apparent in the
paintings from this year, but also offers a number of
points in common with some of these paintings. The
linear pattern of the hair curling outside the contour
recurs in an identical form in the scratchmarks in the
wet paint seen in the small paintings at Amsterdam
and Munich. Most closely related, from the view-
point of physiognomy and clothing, is the substan-
tially larger Self-portrait in The Hague (no. A 21). In
this, however, with its only occasional freedom in an
otherwise largely blending treatment of the closed
paint surface, one would not readily suspect the
hand of the painter of the fudas repentant or even —
other than in the small white collar — of the author of
the Munich Self-portrait. One can find justification
for maintaining the traditional attribution in the
relatively minor similarities with the etching and the

Munich Self-portrait and, more generally, in the
evocative value of the careful way paint has been
handled. It must be said however that analogies with
most of his other works are slight, probably for the
simple reason thatin a painting like this Rembrandt
for the first time reveals himself as the patient ob-
server of his own features. If this hypothesis is cor-
rect, he does the same in the Self~portrait in Japan,
MOA Museum (no. A 22) where the head, again in
close-up but this time lifesize, is seen with just the
same observation of detail and with an even smooth-
er manner of painting and more subtle handling of
light.

While both of these heads, which should be dated
1629, already have something of a finished per-
fection about them, in no way do they set out a
definitive vision. The Self-portrait dated 1629, in the
Gardner Museum, Boston (no. A 20), may well have
been produced either earlier or later in that year, but
it was obviously aiming at different objectives. The
large panel is conceived as a broad, even over-
generous frame, within which the rather puny half-
length figure, observed at some distance, is shown for
the most part in summary fashion. The bareness of
the form, which has been given a powerful sug-
gestion of plasticity only in the illuminated parts of
the dress, is such that Rembrandt’s authorship is far
from self-evident. Attribution of the painting to him
is indeed possible solely on the grounds of evidence
connected mainly with the technique and on a
(naturally only hypothetical) assumption of the pur-
pose the artist had in executing this figure painting
at an unprecedented size, a purpose that seems to
differ greatly from that of the other three 1629 self-
portraits. Finally, the Cleveland Bust of a young man
(no. A23), though now bearing a date of 1632,
would seem to fit in best with this group of heads.
The relationship between the figure and the dark
background, as well as the treatment of the face,
links this painting most closely with the two self-
portraits in the smooth manner, while other features
recur in the Gardner Self-portrait. If one is justified in
assigning the date of 1629 to the Cleveland painting,
this confirms the impression that Rembrandt was at
this stage trying out a variety of solutions for prob-
lems of light and form connected with the depiction
of heads and busts.

The following tronies were both done on a very
small scale. One is the Innsbruck Old man, already
mentioned; the other, the Salzburg Old woman at
prayer (no. A 27), which is even smaller and painted
on copper, fits in its conception and execution into
the picture of Rembrandt’s development as a
painter of historical subjects and — allowing for the
difference of subject-matter and the exceptional



nature of the support material — is related reason-
ably well to the Turin Old man asleep of 1629.

One is struck all the more forcibly by the fact that
the same model seen on a larger panel at Windsor
Castle (no. Ag2), probably datable as 1630/31,
shows a similar lighting but has a completely indi-
vidual handling of paintin the face, lit from the front
right. Small dabs of paint in flesh colours, pink and a
trace of grey model the entire surface in a way not
seen in any other work. There is nothing to presage
the vigorous brushstrokes and strong accents of the
Portrait of an 8%-year-old woman in the National
Gallery, London (Br. 343), dated 1634. Other
features do however provide sufficient support for
the old attribution, and one must assume that what
we see here is an 1solated solution arrived at on this
occasion during a series of experiments in portraying
wrinkled skin.

Young skin seems to be the principal motif in the
Liverpool Self-portrait (no. A 43), presumably paint-
ed at about the same time. In this large-format work
(itis almost the same size as the Boston Self-portrait)
the accessories, including the cap which had been
given a full, plastic form in the earlier work, are dealt
with summarily as scarcely more than a silhouette.
Even the lit area of the head has little detail, though
the continuity of the brushstroke, which bends to
follow the form, is here clearly intended to generate
the suggestion of plasticity. The result is, because of
its rather empty appearance, not very satisfactory,
although surely characteristic of the urge felt during
these final years in Leiden to find a simplified form
for the figure seen at some distance and on a large
scale.

Itis evident that the Liverpool Sel/~portrait was not
really the answer to this problem. Yet one could
hardly expect that the following attempts at finding
a solution would be so utterly different as the Young
man in Toledo (no. A 41) and the Old man in gorget and
cap in Chicago (no. A 42). The former is dated 1631,
but only in its completed state, painted on top of a
markedly different version which is more rich in
contrast. Although both are closely related to the
Leiden paintings, there is of course no certainty that
work on them was not completed only in Amster-
dam. They are painted on panels of about the same
size, but certainly do not form pendants. It can
hardly be pure chance, however, that a young man
and an old man should provide the subjects. The
differences in treatment undoubtedly are connected
with this to some extent. In the Young man the flesh
areas are preponderantly painted thinly and almost
fluently, and a rounding pattern in the brushstrokes
indicates the plasticity of the head (seen for the most
part in shadow) in a way that greatly simplifies its
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shape; the background shows some light and shade,
but is practically smooth. In the Old man we see a
broad brushstroke in the background, and in the lit
arca of the head a more clearly articulating, more
impasto touch, which here and there even embraces
the modelling in a vigorous movement. This quality
is one that these two works share in respect of the
accessories, in particular the feathered cap. Unlike
the cumbersome modelling of the cap in the Boston
Self-portrait, produced by means of hatching, and the
barely plastic treatment of the silhouette in the
Liverpool work, this item shows, in the Toledo and
Chicago paintings, a use of broad brushstrokes
which suggest the modelling effectively in nuances of
light and dark.

In this latter respect these paintings clearly herald
the style of painting of the Amsterdam Rembrandyt;
but then it remains amazing that he should reveal
himself, later in 1631, as a practised portrait painter.
The Portrait of Nicolaes Ruts in the New York Frick
Collection (Br. 145) and the Leningrad Scholar (Br.
146) were to form the almost miraculous dénoue-
ment of what in the Leiden tronies had seemed a
continuous process of experiment. Whether through
the discipline imposed on the artist by a portrait
being commissioned, or through making ac-
quaintance with the practice of other studios, the
move to Amsterdam during 1631 meant, for Rem-
brandt as the painter of busts and half-length figures,
a new beginning.

J.B.E.v.d. W.



Chapter 11

Painting materials and working methods*

Over the years there have been many publications
discussing aspects of Rembrandt’s painting tech-
nique!. So far, however, no clear and generally ac-
cepted picture of his working method has emerged.
This is evident from, for example, the almost total
absence of technical arguments in discussions about
attributions. It is evident too, in the widely differing
policies on cleaning Rembrandt’s paintings, based
on widely differing points of view about his painting
technique?. The idea that Rembrandt had one fixed
working method, one single method that can be
taken as a point of reference whenever there are
dilemmas as to authenticity, admittedly does not
seem likely — certainly not one single method that he
used throughout his career. One may assume that
works that differ stylistically as strongly as those of
the early and late Rembrandt will have differences
in technique as well. What is more, the mental
picture we have of artists in general implies that the
more creative they are, the less likely they are to have
set working methods. Rembrandt in particular is
regarded, rightly or wrongly, as one of the most
outstanding examples of the kind of artist enjoying
great creative freedom and hence possibly showing
technical whimsicality. It should not come as a sur-
prise, therefore, that in evaluations of the results of
research into Rembrandt’s use of materials and
painting technique one finds a respectful and re-
signed acceptance of the inconsistency of the tech-
nical data®. It would seem, however, thatin his early

1 Asurvey of the state of research into Rembrandt’s painting technique was
given by H. von Sonnenburg during the symposium on Rembrandt after three
hundred years in the Chicago Art Institute in 1969. When the papers and
discussion from this symposium were published in 1973, a bibliography on
this subject compiled by von Sonnenburg was added (pp. g6-101); the
paper and bibliography were republished in Maltechnik | Restauro 82 (1976),
PP- 9—24. Later publications on the subject are: Ben B. Johnson, ‘Examina-
tion and treatment of Rembrandt’s “Raising of Lazarus™’, Los Angeles
County Museum of Art Bulletin 20 (1974), no. 2, pp. 18-35; H. Kiihn,
‘Untersuchungen zu den Pigmenten und den Malgrinden Rembrandts,
durchgefiihrt an den Gemailden der Staatlichen Kunstsammlungen
Kassel’, Maltechnik | Restauro 82 (1976), pp. 25-32; H. Kiihn, ‘Untersu-
chungen zu den Pigmenten und den Malgriinden Rembrandts, durchge-
fiihrt an den Gemilden der Staatlichen Kunstsammlungen Dresden’,
Maltechnik | Restauro 83 (1977), pp. 223-233; W. Froentjes in: Rembrandl in
the Mauritshuis, Alphen aan de Rijn 1978; E. van de Wetering, ‘De jonge
Rembrandt aan het werk’, 0.H. 91 (1977), pp. 27-65; H. von Sonnenburg,
‘Rembrandts “Segen von Jakob” °, Maltechnik | Restauro 74 (1978), pp.
217-241.

2 Cf. M. Doerner, Malmaterial und seine Verwendung im Bilde, Munich 1922 1st
edn, Stuttgart 1960, pp. 332-338 and H. Ruhemann, Tke cleaning of
paintings, London 1968, pp. 355, 356, 359

3 Cf, for example, the contribution to the discussion made by R. Buck
during the symposium mentioned in note 1, pp. 93 and 94; also H. Kiihn,
‘Untersuchungen zu den Malgrinden Rembrandts’, Jakrbuch der Staatli-
chen Kunstsammlungen in Baden-Wiirttemberg 2 (1965), pp. 189 210 and H.
Kiihn, ‘Untersuchungen zu den Pigmenten und Malgriinden Rem-
brandts, durchgefiihrt an den Gemailden der Staatlichen Kunstsammlun-
gen Kassel’, Maltechnik | Restauro 82 (1976), pp. 25-32.

years at least Rembrandt did approach the task of
producing a painting by following a more or less set
working method.

As data and observations on Rembrandt’s Leiden
paintings were analysed and correlated, distinct pat-
terns emerged which prompted us to postulate a
more or less consistent working method in the young
Rembrandt, and to put this hypothesis to the test.
Wherever such testing is possible using laboratory
techniques, it has been carried out in collaboration
with the Central Research Laboratory for Objects of
Art and Science, Amsterdam?.

This testing obviously could not, where the
structure of the ground and paint layers are con-
cerned, extend to all the paintings. Thorough in-
vestigation was possible of a number of paintings
available in the Netherlands — the Leiden History
panting (no. A6), the Utrecht Baptism of the eunuch
(no. A 5), and in the Amsterdam Rijksmuseum the
Musical allegory (no. A7), the Tobit and Anna (no.
A g), the feremiah (no. A 28), the Old woman reading
(no. A g7) and the early Self-portrait (no. A 14). All
these works could be subjected to close examination
using the microscope. Two works in Paris, the
Balaam in the Musée Cognacq-Jay (no. A 2) and the
Supper at Emmaus in the Musée Jacquemart-André
(no. A 16), were studied afresh — albeit only with a
magnifying-glass — in the light of the hypotheses we
had developed. These repeated observations yielded
further confirmation of the theory we had evolved.
Advantage was taken of the naturally limited oppor-
tunities for taking samples of paint and preparing
cross-sections in order to check our suppositions,
though this is not to say that our evidence is based
wholly or mainly on these. The decisive evidence is
made up of the totality of the many observations
made with the naked eye or a magnifying-glass on
the paintings described in the present volume; it is

4 Theinvestigations were carried out in the autumn of 1975 in the Stedelijk
Museum ‘de Lakenhal’ in Leiden, and in the summer of 1976 in the
Rijksmuseum ‘Het Catherijne Convent’ in Utrecht and the Rijksmuseum,
Amsterdam. In 1975 an opportunity for investigation was given by the
curators of the Musée Cognacg-Jay and the Musée Jacquemart-André in
Paris. We are extremely grateful to the directors and staffs of these
museums for providing facilities. Research into paintings in museums in
the Netherlands was carried out in collaboration with Mrs. C. M. Groen, a
colleague in the Analytical Chemistry Dept. of the Central Research
Laboratory for Objects of Art and Science, Amsterdam. Drs. J. A. Mosk,
head of the Analytical Chemistry Dept. at the Central Laboratory partici-
pated in the study of the painting in Utrecht. Analysis of paint samples vsas
done with the assistance of Miss. W. G. Th. Roelofs, Miss. Th.B. van
Oosten and Mr. P. Hallebeek of the Central Laboratory. Mr. 1J. Hum-
melen, of the Laboratory’s Paintings Dept. helped in preparing panels with
various ground layers on the basis of 1 7th-century recipes, and scarched the
literature in this connexion. Mr. E. Klusman, head of the Laboratory’s
Photographic Dept, made X-ray photographs of the panels thus prepared.
To all of these the author is most grateful for their contribution.

* A first version of this chapter appeared separately in Oud Holland 91 (1977), pp. 27-65. Sincere thanks are due here to all those who offered criticisms of that initial
version and suggested improvements. We are particularly indebted to Mrs. C. M. Groen for her assistance and advice during the preparation of this chapter.
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interesting that the bulk of these observations could
be interpreted satisfactorily — in some cases sub-
sequently — only in the light of knowledge gained in
the meantime. The same was true to a very large
extent for the available X-rays (of 39 of the 42
authentic paintings), which in the relationship they
bear to the forms visible at the paint surface could be
read to make sense only when they are seen against
the assumed sequence of Rembrandt’s working
method; they thus in their turn provide a large
measure of confirmation of our theory as to the
painting procedure.

The theory set out in the present chapter thus
provides a framework into which each of the paint-
ings has been found to fit with a greater or lesser
degree of demonstrability (depending on the in-
formation available); the individual examples will
not be cited here in every instance. It must be com-
mented that no proof'in the strict sense of the word is
being offered — in general, one’s visual observations
are communicable only to a limited extent, and their
interpretation becomes more plausible only as a
variety of seemingly disconnected phenomena is ac-
counted for by assuming a coherent and to some
extent even documented procedure.

How far the various elements of this postulated
working method are specific for the early Rem-
brandtis still a virtually open question. Itis possible,
even probable, that most of them were part of gen-
eral workshop practice in the Netherlands in the
17th century and probably earlier. This is why the
elements of this working method certainly cannot be
used in isolation as criteria when considering
whether a given painting is autograph or not. It may
at best turn out, when at some future date paintings
by contemporary artists in or outside Rembrandt’s
circle are subjected to a similar analysis, that groups
of personal variants on such set working methods
can provide criteria for authenticity.

This chapter is concerned mainly with the way
Rembrandt worked in producing a number of early
history paintings. Observations made on other and
later paintings are sometimes brought into the dis-
cussion, but only when they can lend clarification.
The main theme is the painter’s working procedure,
looking for the sense and logic underlying the vari-
ous steps in the painting method that was adopted.

The support

In view of the great diversity of the types and colours
of paper that Rembrandt quite clearly deliberately
chose to use for his drawings and etchings in hislater
years?, it is tempting to assume that for his paintings

5 O.Benesch, Rembrandt, selected drawings, London-New York 1947, pp. 8-13;
Chr. White, Rembrandt as an etcher, London 1969, pp. 14 18.
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as well he deliberately varied his choice of support
and preparation with a specific artistic purpose in
mind. The possibilities of such variation that have
been considered here relate mainly to the dimen-
sions of panels (the type of support that was pre-
dominantly used during this period). Later, in the
section dealing with the ground, we look at whether
Rembrandt varied the colour of his preparation
layer.

We tried whenever possible to examine the paint-
ings out of their frames. This made it possible to look
also at the edges and back of the panels, and to
measure the panel thickness. Guesses as to whether a
painting is complete or not could be checked against
evidence provided by toolmarks and the like on the
back and edges; dimensions could be taken with
reasonable accuracy, and the composition of panels
was recorded. In many cases a second opportunity
was given to take the painting out of its frame, this
time for dendrochronological examinationS. In this
way a great amount of material could be assembled
about the supports on which Rembrandt worked.

Apart from a few small paintings done on copper?
and one on paper®, all the paintings we know of done
by Rembrandt in his Leiden period are on oak
panels. In a remarkably large proportion of these the
back surface is still intact.

The panels on which Rembrandtdid his paintings
vary slightly in their composition. Most consist of a
single plank; some have two and others have three
members, invariably with butt-joints. The grain of
the wood always runs parallel to the length of the
panel. The connexion between the number of mem-
bers and the formatis not a regular one, although the
smallest panels are always a single plank while the
largest usually have three. The majority of the
panels are bevelled at the back along all four sides
down to a thickness of a few millimetres at the edges,
probably to make it possible later to fix the panel
into a frame (fig. 1). Practically all 17th-century
Dutch panels correspond to this description. Where
panels have been reduced in size since they were
made, some or all of the bevelling has disappeared.
However, not all the panels that are still complete
show bevelling on four sides — quite often it is seen on
only three, especially in the case of single-plank
panels (fig. 2). This comes about from the way
planks were sawn from a treetrunk, i.e. radially (at

6 J.Bauch, D. Eckstein and M. Meier-Siem, ‘Dating the wood of panels by a
dendrochronological analysis of the tree-rings’, N.K.J. 23 (1972), pp.
485-496. Additionally, Prof. Dr. J. Bauch, Dr. D. Eckstein and Dr. P.
Klein have kindly made the detailed results of their investigations available
to us.

7 Nos. A27, Bs, B6; cf. W. Froentjes, ‘Schilderde Rembrandt op goud’,
0.H. 84 (1969), pp. 233-237-

8 No. A16.



Fig. 1. Back of panel bevelled along four sides (no. A 5)

right angles to the annual rings), the reason being
that a plank sawn like this has less tendency to warp.
This way of sawing up a log produces what is funda-
mentally a wedge-shaped board, and this wedge
shape canstill often be seen to some extent (fig. 3). As
the thinnest side of the wedge was sometimes only a
few millimetres thick, the panel would not then need
to be bevelled along one of its long sides. For the
same reason, the bevelling along the short sides often
becomes narrower towards the thin side of the
wedge. The thickest part of the panels — including

I3
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the large-format ones made up of more than one
member — is usually about one centimetre thick.
Protecting such a thin, often quite large panel while
it was unframed obviously required precautions.
Grooved battens were temporarily attached to two
or four edges, as may be seen from the panel standing
on an easel in the Boston Artist in his studio (ig. 4). As
a result, the surface along the edges is sometimes
found not to be covered with paint, wholly or in part
(fig. 5).

When one surveys the dimensions of Rembrandt’s
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Fig. 2. Back of a panel bevelled along three sides (no. A 8)

Leiden panels it is noticeable that they can nearly all
be fitted into groups of panels having roughly the
same measurements. Even the paintings that we
regard as not being autograph but produced within
Rembrandt’s circle and others painted during the
same period are often found to fit into these groups,
as can be seen from the following list®. The dimen-
sions may vary by several centimetres within the

various groups.

A1 The stoning of S. Stephen,
Lyon
A6 History painting, Leiden

123.6 x 89.5 cm
121.3 X Q0.1 cm

A g0 Raising of Lazarus, Los
Angeles (reduced in
height to 96.2 cm)

A 39 Abduction of Proserpina,
Berlin (reduced in height
to 84.8 cm)

A 15 Judas repentant, private
collection, England

. x 81.5 cm

. X 79.7 cm

cm

102.3 X 79

9 Not considered here are: no. A g1, Andromeda in The Hague and no. C5,
The flight into Egypt in Tours, since both these panels have been reduced on
morc than onc side; no. A 35, Ghrist on the crosy in La Mas d’Agenais, the
curved top of which results in changed dimensions and proportions; and
no. C 10, Nocturnal scene in Tokyo, which is probably only a fragment.
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Fig. 3. Side-view of a wedge-shaped panel (top) (P. Lastman, Abraham’s

sacrifice. Amsterdam, Rembrandthuis)

T s

A 42 Old man in gorget and
cap, Chicago (acc. to in-
formation from 1768,
height originally about go,

now 83.4 cm) [90] x 75.6 cm
A 20 Self-portrait, Boston,

Gardner Museum 89.5 x 73.7 cm
A 41 Young man, Toledo (fits

into a large group of

panels used by other

artists) 80.3 x 64.8 cm
C 20 Old man with crossed

arms, Boston 74.7 X 59.5 cm
A 11 S. Paul in prison,

Stuttgart 72.8 x 60.2 cm
A 13 Two old men disputing,

Melbourne 72.3 X 59.5 cm
A 33 Self-portrait, Liverpool 69.7 x 57 cm
A 40 The artist in oriental

costume, Paris, Petit

Palais 66.5 x 52 cm
A5 Baptism of the eunuch,

Utrecht 63.5 x 48 cm
A7 Musical allegory, Amster-

dam 63.4 X 47.6 cm
A2 Balaam, Paris, Musée

Cognacq-Jay 63.2 x 46.5 cm
A 25 David playing the harp to

Saul, Frankfurt 61.8 x 50.2 cm
A 24 Samson and Delilah,

Berlin 61.3 X 50.1 cm
A 32 Old woman, Windsor

Castle 61 X 47.4cm
A 34 Simeon in the Temple,

The Hague 60.9 x 47.8 cm
C 17 Christian scholar,

Stockholm 60.8 x 47.3 cm
A 38 Minerva, Berlin 60.5 X 49 cm
A g7 Old woman reading, Am-

sterdam 59.8 X 47.7 cm
A g6 S. Peter in prison,

Belgium, priv. coll. 50.1 X 47.8 cm
Cg9 Minerva, Denver 58.9 X 45.5 cm
A 28 Jeremiah, Amsterdam 58.3 x 46.6 cm
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Fig. 4. Panel with battens to protect two edges, as shown in The artist in his studio. Boston, Museum of Fine Arts (no. A 18)
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A 23

Young man, Cleveland
(reduced a little in height
to 57.7 cm and more in

width to 43.9 cm) X ... cm
A 12 Simeon in the Temple,

Hamburg 55.4 X 4%.7 cm
A 17 Old man asleep, Turin 51.9 X 40.8 cm
A 22 Self-portrait, Japan,

MOA Museum 49.7 X §7.3cm
A 26 S. Paul, Nuremberg 47.2 x 38.6 cm
A4 Driving out of the money-

changers, Moscow 43.1 X 32 cm
A 10 Rich man, Berlin 42.5 X §1.g cm
A g Tobit and Anna, Amster-

dam 40.1 X 29.9 cm
A8 Man in gorget and cap,

whereabouts unknown 40 X 20.4 cm
A g David before Saul, Basle

(reduced at bottom long

side to height of 27.2 cm) 39.6 x ...cm
A 21 Self-portrait, The Hague

(slightly reduced in height

and width to 37.9 x 28.9

cm) X ... cm
A 18 The artist in his studio,

Boston 31.9 X 25.1 cm
C 11 Foot operation,

Switzerland, private

collection 31.8 x 24.4 cm
C 22 Old man, Milwaukee,

Coll. A. Bader 24 X 20.3cm
A 14 Self-portrait, Amsterdam 22.5 x 18.6 cm
C2g3 Man in cap, U.S.A,,

private collection 22.4 X 16.5cm
A 29 Old man in a fur cap,

Innsbruck 22.2 X 17.7 cm
B1 Three singers, The Hague,

Cramer Gallery 21.6 x 17.8 cm
B2 The operation,

The Hague, Cramer Gal-

lery 21.5 X 17.7 cm
Bg The spectacles-pedlar,

Guernsey, coll. D. H.

Cevat 21 x 17.8cm
C 18 Man writing by candle-

light, Milwaukee, coll. A.

Bader (copper; acc. to

information from ¢. 1790,

height originally 15.7,

now 13.9 cm) [15.7] % 13.9cm
A 19 Self-portrait, Munich 15.5 X I2.7 cm
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A 27 Old woman at prayer,

Salzburg 15.5 X I12.2.cm
B6 Man laughing, The

Hague 15.4 X 12.2Ccm
By Self-portrait, Stockholm 15 X I2.2cCm

At first, conditioned by the attempts seen in the
art history field to reconstruct altar-pieces and pairs
of pendants, one tries to explain this uniformity by
assuming a particular functional or iconographical
relationship between the paintings in a given
format-group. The fact that in certain cases the
panels are identical not only in their format but in
their composition as well (in respect of the number
and width of the component members) encourages
such attempts at reconstruction with Rembrandt’s
works. Yet there are rarely convincing arguments
for such a relationship; it must be thought far more
likely that these are standard-sized panels that were
commercially available. The brief digression into
aspects of the manufacture and selling of panels that
follows is mainly intended to make it clear how
constrained Rembrandt was in this respect.

A painter did not make his own panels. Manufac-
turing panels was a craft that can be shown to have
been a prerogative of the joiners’ and cabinet-
makers’ guild. This had obviously been so self-
evident that it was not stated explicitly in the charter
of the guild in Leiden. At precisely the time that
Rembrandt was working in Leiden, however, the
joiners’ and cabinetmakers’ guild felt itself forced, in
1627, to lodge a request with the Leiden authorities
for its charter to be extended to include this right. At
that time one Jan Pietersz. van den Bosch, a wood-
turner by trade, who was not a member of the guild,
had become active in the making and selling of
panels; the guild obviously needed the regulations
changed to prevent him1°.

Most probably there were still at this time no
middlemen in Leiden in the trade between the pro-
ducers and users of panels. This one sees from a
petition to the Leiden authorities by Leender Hen-
dricx Volmarijn of Rotterdam in 1643, to be allowed
to open a shop in the town to sell paintings and
artist’s materials!!. In listing what he sought to
retail, he included panels. In the document setting
out his request (which was in fact granted) he stated
explicitly that no such shop existed in Leiden. In
previous years he had indeed attended the open-air
annual fairs selling his goods, but in that connexion

10 Archieven van de gilden, Leiden Municipal Archives 1921, p. 76 no. 20, G.B.B.
1627, M192688: ‘Alteratic & ampliatie’ of the charter of the
cabinctumakers.

11 W. Martin, ‘Een “Kunsthandel” in een klappermanswachthuis’, 0.H. 19
(19o1), pp. 86-88.



he mentions only the sale of paintings. In all proba-
bility, therefore, Rembrandt will have bought his
panels direct from the joiner. This could mean that
he had them made ‘to measure’, to his own spec-
ifications, but it is not likely. From a variety of
sources one learns that there was a wide choice of
standard sizes, most of them known by the names of
various coins — daalder size, 26-stuiver size, 4-shil-
ling size, guilder size, 12-stuiver panel, 10-stuiver
size and so on. Other standard formats bore a variety
of names such as large kind, little pieces, whole and
half salvadors, portrait panels (groote soort, cleyne
stuckgens, heel en halve salvadors, conterfeyt
panelen) etc.1?

The assumption that these refer to measurements
of area, with the length and width variable, comes
from finding variants such as ‘narrow guilder size’
and ‘guilder size longer’, though these must be
exceptions that prove the rule. There are indications
that the size-names should be looked on as standard
sizes with more or less fixed length and width dimen-
sions. The most important piece of evidence for this—
meaning that Rembrandt too would have been re-
stricted to using standard sizes — is that the frame-
makers produced frames based on the same sizes. A
document of 16373, for example, mentions “Two
guilder-size frames without panel; two 8-st[uiver]
size frames’, while in 1646'* we read ‘ebony frames: 4
twentysix size, 4 guilder size’, etc. There must there-
fore have been some degree of standardization in the
manufacture of panels on the one hand and frames
on the other. The larger standard sizes one recog-
nizes in Rembrandt’s Leiden panels bear a rela-
tively simple relationship to the Rhineland foot?®.
Panels used by him that can be placed in the same
group quite often show a varying composition of one,
two or three planks, indicating that a deliberate
attempt had been made to achieve precisely this
standard set of dimensions'®. There is, in short, every
reason to believe that Rembrandt kept to standard
sizes when buying panels.

Because of the remarkable resemblance in both
size and composition of certain panels that were
evidently manufactured in one and the same

12 See J. Bruyn, ‘Een onderzoek naar 17de-eeuwse schilderijformaten,
voornamelijk in Noord-Nederland’, 0.H. 93 (1979), pp. 96-115. The
problem was first raised by W. Martin in the article referred to in note 11.

13 A. Bredius, Kinstler-Inventare IV, The Hague 1917, p. 1468: ‘Twee gul-
densmaten lysten sonder panneel; Twee 8 st[uyvers|maten lysten’.

14 A. Bredius, Kinstler-Inventare V1, The Hague 1919, p. 2244: ‘ebbe lysten: 4
sesentwintich maten, 4 guldens maten’.

15 1 Rhineland foot = 12 duim (inches) =
= 31.395 cm, I duim = 2.616 cm.

16 Cf. Balaam (no. A 2) 63.2 x 48 cm, two planks; David playing the harp to Saul
(no. A 25) 61.8 x 50 cm, three planks; S. Peter in prison (no. A 36) 59.1 x
47.8 cm, single plank.

144 lijn (lines). 1 Rhineland foot
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Fig. 5. Detail of no. A 6, showing unpainted edge

‘series’!?, it is probable that Rembrandt bought
several panels at a time. This supposition is further
borne out by the appearance of whole lots of identi-
cal panels in some painters’ inventories!®; and the
discovery by Prof. Dr. J. Bauch that in a number of
cases two or more panels used by Rembrandt came
from the same treetrunk is evidence for the cor-
rectness of this assumption??.

The ground

In his study of the grounds on Rembrandt’s panels
and canvases — a study in which samples of the
ground were taken for analysis from 75 paintings
attributed to Rembrandt, from all periods — Kithn
finally arrived at four main types: chalk, white lead,
ochre and quartz grounds?’. Surveying Kihn’s re-
sults, Richard Buck voiced the opinion that ‘each
painting may have been a technical creation as well
as a pictorial one’2!. This opinion was inspired par-
ticularly by the fact that, according to Kithn’s ana-
lysis, even within each of these four main groups
there is seen to be hardly a single ground that has the
same composition as the others. The grounds found
in the Leiden paintings done on panel, which belong

17 The panels of the Balaam (no. A 2), the Baptism of the eunuch (no. A 5) and the
Musical allegory (no. A7) are identical in size and make-up — two planks
with the join at the centre. A further group of similar panels is formed by
those on which the Samson and Delilah (no. A 24) and the David playing the
harp to Saul (no. A 25) are painted: both have identical dimensions, and the
three individual elements (a wide plank in the centre and two narrower
ones to the sides) have similar dimensions.

18 Anexample of the purchase of a series of identical panels might be detected
in two items in the inventory of Jan Miense Molenaar (1668): ‘26 panelen
van één stuck gelycke formaet’ (26 single-plank panels of the same size) and
‘32 panclen wat groter van één stuck’ (32 panels, somewhat larger, single-
plank); see A. Bredius, Kinstler-Inventare 1, The Hague 1915, p. 6.

19 As far as the Leiden period is concerned, these cases comprise nos. A 12,

A8 and B7 (all three panels from one tree) and A 34 and A 37 (both

panels from the same board).

H. Kiihn, ‘Untersuchungen zu den Malgriinden Rembrandts’, Jahrbuch

der Staatlichen Kunstsammlungen in Baden-Wiirttemberg 2 (1965), pp. 189-210.

21 Rembrandt after three hundred years: A symposium, Chicago 1973, p. 94.



PAINTING MATERIALS AND WORKING METHODS

Fig. 6. Two light marks above the right hand, sharply defined at their lower
edge, indicating damage caused to the panel during planing and filled in when
it was primed (detail of X-ray of no. A7)

to Kihn’s first group, show variants such as
chalk/glue, chalk/ochre/glue, and chalk/ochre/
white lead/glue, while panels with a chalk ground
from the early Amsterdam period yielded variants
with these ingredients in which there was oil as well.

This does, indeed, reveal a considerable variety.
The question is, however, whether we should draw
from this the same conclusion as Buck, i.e. that each
painting is evidently a technical creation as well. To
start with, the result of chemical analysis usually
cannot be equated with a painter’s recipe — it is at
best a list of the ingredients discovered, sometimes
with an indication of their quantitative relation-
ships. When formulating one’s objective, choosing
the place from which to take a sample, deciding
one’s analytical method and interpreting one’s re-
sults, one works — consciously or unconsciously —
from a preconceived idea of the painting procedure
used. [tis precisely in investigating the bottom layer,
or layers, of the painting that it is crucially impor-
tant to be aware of what one is looking for and what
one can expect to find. One should question whether
the objective towards which Kihn’s study was
directed was the best one for unearthing the facts
about the painter’s technique; what triggered off his
investigation was the surprising discovery of quartz
in the ground underlying the late Self-portrait now in
Stuttgart, which came to light in 1952 and was soon
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Fig. 7. Detail of no. A6, showing ground lying bare — particularly in the
forehead and around the eye — and brownish underpaint in the shadow areas of
the face

being viewed with doubt?2. The unexpected occur-
rence of quartz in the ground provided one of the
possible criteria for authenticity which still had to be
assessed to see what weight it carried. The real ques-
tion the study was aiming to answer was thus
whether there were other Rembrandt paintings in
which quartz occurred in the bottom layer. Because this
was the objective in view, it may be that insufficient
account was taken of the possible presence of the
imprimatura or ‘primuersel’, a coat that plays an
important part both technically and optically in the
preparation of a panel®®. In by far the majority of
cases no cross-section was made from the samples so
it is now impossible to study them under the micro-
scope and look for information on the structure of the
grounds. In the article setting out the results of his
study, Kithn mentions the occurrence of two and in
one instance three preparation coats only in a
number of canvases — apart from these he seems to
work on the assumption of a single layer.

A technique for applying the ground to panels
current in the 16th and 17th centuries was first to
brush the panel (several times) with glue size and
then to apply a thin coat of a mixture of chalk and
glue. The main purpose of this layer was to provide
an even surface by filling-in cavities in the panel; in
the case of an oak panel these would include open
grain and any damage that might have been suf-
fered while the panel was being made (fig. 6). Once
this chalk-and-glue layer had been scraped smooth,
a thin translucent coat of oil-paint was applied —
what van Mander calls the primuersel (sometimes
22 P. Coremans & J. Thissen, ‘Het wetenschappelijk onderzoek van het

zelfportret van Stuttgart’, Bulletin de I Institut Royal du Patrimoine Artistique 7

(1964), pp. 187-195. C. Miller-Hofstede, ‘Das Stuttgarter Selbstbildnis

von Rembrandt’, Pantheon 21 (1963), pp. 65-90 and g4—100.

23 Cf. J. A. van de Graaf, Het Mayerne Manuscript als bron voor de schildertechniek
van de Barok, Utrecht 1958, p. 22; see also note 20.



Fig. 8. Cross section (335 x ) from the top part of the white sash of the figure on
the extreme left in no. A 6, showing from bottom to top: 1. the chalk and glue
ground, 2. a thin layer of yellowish ‘primuersel’ (containing white lead and
some brown pigment), 3. a dark mixture used for the underpainting (contain-
ing a translucent brown pigment, organic red pigment, white lead and possibly
some chalk, black pigment and some red, either vermillion or red ochre), 4. a
layer of white lead

translated as ‘priming’, which term should rather be
kept to denote the first, chalk-and-glue layer)?*. The
principal functions of this layer were to make the
ground less absorbent and to give it an appropriate
tint (usually, so far as one can tell from observation,
yellowish or — as in Rubens — greyish).

It is obvious that when samples of the ground are
being taken and examined the difference between
the two layers just described needs to be kept clearly
in mind; this is not easy in practice, however,
because the primuersel is very thin indeed and because
the absorbency of the chalk-and-glue layer means
that the boundary between the two layers is not
clearcut. It may be that this provides the explana-
tion for the wide variety seen in Kithn’s results — at
least where the grounds on panel are concerned. The
chalk-and-glue layer and the primuersel taken to-
gether doindeed contain the full range of ingredients
found by Kiihn — chalk, glue, oil and pigments such
as white lead and/or ochre or another brownish
earth pigment.

One cannot of course rule out the possibility of
Rembrandt having experimented with grounds; yet
on the basis of a great many observations made with
the naked eye we are for the moment inclined to
believe that in Leiden Rembrandt did not make any
experiments where the optical function of the
ground is concerned. Where it is visible, the ground
always appears to be a light yellowish-brown colour

24 Karel van Mander, Den grondt der edel vry schilder-const, Haarlem 1604,
republished with a translation and commentary by H. Miedema, Utrecht
1973, PP- 594-595. See also the report of a seminar on coloured grounds,
directed by H. Miedema and B. W. Meijer: ‘De introduktie van de gekleur-
de schildergrond en de invloed daarvan op de stilistische ontwikkeling van
de schilderkunst in het bijzonder in de Nederlanden van de 16de ecuw’,
Proef July 1973, pp. 123—150. See also: P. H. Hendy, A.S. Lucas, ‘The
ground in pictures’, Museum 21 (1968), pp. 266—276, esp. p. 268.
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Fig. 9. Cross section (390 x ) from the whitish sky in no. A 5 (taken near the
edge where it has been painted only once as opposed to the double layer
elsewhere), showing: 1. the chalk and glue ground, 2. a thin layer of yellowish
‘primuersel’ (containing white lead and some brown pigment), §. a layer of
white lead, mixed with greyish particles (probably smalt)

(fig. 7). One might put this down to the presence of
yellowed varnish over a presumed white layer, yet
even recently cleaned panels invariably show the
same colour of ground. Joyce Plesters thought that
the yellow colour of Rembrandt’s grounds on panel
could be explained by discolouration of the glue used
as a binding medium for a white chalk ground, or by
the discolouring effect of the oakwood to which the
layer was applied®. Examination of paint samples
from paintings dating from Rembrandt’s Leiden
years has shown that on the panels used by him the
chalk-and-glue layer is covered with a thin light
brown coat of oil-paint?é (figs. 8 and g). This ground
corresponds remarkably well with a contemporary
recipe that de Mayerne took down from the lips of
the Amsterdam painter Abraham Latombé: ‘For [a
ground on] wood coat first with the glue abovesaid,
and chalk, it being dry then scrape and render it
even with the knife, then apply a thin layer of white
lead and umber’?”.

For the moment, therefore, our results suggest
that the young Rembrandt in Leiden experimented
neither with the appearance nor with the composi-
tion of his grounds. Even if differences between one
painting and another are seen (see no. A 11), it is still
open to question whether Buck’s interpretation of
these differences as suggesting that ‘each painting
may have been a technical creation as well as a
pictorial one’ is right. In and before the 17th century

25 Joyce Plesters, paper read at the Symposium on the technical aspects of

Rembrandt’s paintings, Amsterdam 28 September 1969.

See nos. A3, Aj, A6, A7, A28. Cf also K. Groen, ‘Schildertechnische

aspecten van Rembrandts vroegste schilderijen, microscopische obser-

vaties en de analyse van verfmonsters’, O.f. 91 (1977), pp. 66-74.

27 K. Berger, Quellen fiir Maltechnik wihrend der Renaissance und deren Folgezeil,
Munich 1901, p. 118: ‘pour le bois imprimé¢ premicrement avec la colle,
susditte & croye, estant sec, gratté & equales avec le couteau, puis faites une
couche legere avec blanc de plomb & ombre’; and p. 406.
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Fig. 10. Detail (3.4 x) of the book carried by the negro servant in no. A5,
showing the brown underpainting over the yellowish ground

applying the ground to a support was a job usually
done by others, outside the studio. In the Leiden
municipal archives there is a document showing that
in 1676 in Leiden one Dirck de Lorm was authorized
to make primed canvases and panels for painters in
the town. He was to take the place of the framemaker
Leendert van Es, deceased, who had been providing
this service for painters up to then. According to de
Lorm’s petition, the painters had since the death of
Leendert van Es been obliged ‘to go and buy’ their
primed canvases and panels in other towns ‘to their
great trouble and expense’®. From this it appears
that doing one’s own priming was something that
had disappeared from workshop practice. How long
had this been the case? De Mayerne mentions, be-
tween 1620 and 1633, that he had been given a
recipe for priming canvas by a Walloon ‘Imprimeur’
living in London?®. There is evidence, then, that
preparing canvases and panels was a separate craft,
though the possibility of it being undertaken in the
studio as well cannot be excluded.

Using information about the ground of a painting
as a criterion for a specific attribution does not there-
fore seem justifiable. From the foregoing it will be
seen, besides, that the degree of self-sufficiency en-
joyed by the 17th-century painter’s workshop in
respect of its technical and material requirements is
asubject that sorely needs research. It may very well
prove that we are making rather romantic supposi-
tions here, and this could colour our interpretation
of the results of scientific examination of works of art.

28 Leiden Town-Clerk’s Office Archives, 1575-1851, no. 9288 QQ
1673-1676: ‘te gaen kopen . .. tot haere groote moeyte en kosten’ (tran-
scription by J. van der Waals).

Appendix o van de Graaf’s cdition (sce note 23), p. 138 no. 6; cf. also L.
Berger’s edition of the Mayerne Manuscript, in Quellen fiir Maltechnik,
wdihrend der Renaissance und deren Folgezeit, Munich 19o1, pp. 102103, cap. 2.
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Fig. 11. Detail (3.4 x) of the secretary’s book in no. A6, showing brown
underpainting over the yellowish ground; the paint used for the underpainting
has shrinkage cracks

The first lay-in and the monochrome underpainting

‘Nothing is known either from sources or examina-
tion about any kind of underdrawing which Rem-
brandt could have done on these coloured primings’.
This was one of von Sonnenburg’s conclusions in his
1969 survey of existing knowledge of the technical
aspects of Rembrandt’s paintings3®. He went on to
put forward a suggestion of his own: on the basis of
what can be made out in the way of tools in Aert de
Gelder’s workshop scene in Frankfurt®, he suggest-
ed that de Gelder (and hence perhaps also his
teacher Rembrandt) used white chalk on his
coloured grounds when applying his first lay-in. He
added that no research technique existed for making
such an underdrawing visible.

Quite apart from the question of whether Rem-
brandt used white chalk for sketching on relatively
dark grounds (used in his later period for canvases),
doing so would not have made much sense on the
lighter grounds of his early panels. No trace has been
found in Rembrandt’s Leiden panels®? of a dark
underdrawing of the kind that can be seen not only
in Rubens’ paintings on panels with a light ground,
but also in at least one Lastman painting33.

We believe that the assumption made by the re-
storer Johannes Hell is the most reasonable3t. He

30 Cf. the publication cited in note 21, p. 91.

31 Staedelsches Kunstinstitut, no. 193.

32 Not with the naked eye or magnifying-glass in ‘open patches’, nor using
infrared or IR-reflectography methods; for some specimens by the latter
technique, see A.B. de Vries, M. Toth-Ubbens and W. Froentjes, Rem-
brandt in the Mauritshuis, Alphen a/d Rijn 1978, figs. 86 and g2. The lines,
presumably pen-and-ink, which have never been described but are plainly
visible under the London Ecce Homo of'1634 (Br. 546), must be regarded as
an exception. This ‘grisaille’ is painted on paper and may have originally
beenintended to be a drawing; Valerius Réver kept it among his drawings,
as appears from his inventory, Amsterdam University Library.

33 J.S. Held, Rubens, Selected drawings 1, London 1959, p. 19 fig. 1. The
Lastman painting referred to is the Triumph of Mordecai in the Rembrandt
House, Amsterdam, of which an infrared reflectograph was made by the
Central Laboratory, Amsterdam.

34 J. Hell, ‘Beobachtungen iber Rembrandts Malweise und Probleme der
Konservierung’, Kunstchronik 10 (1957), pp. 138-141.



suggested that Rembrandt would as a rule have
done his first lay-in with a brush and using brown
paint of greater or lesser translucency, not only
drawing lines but also applying a tone over largish
areas (in the way a wash drawing is done). Our
observations point in the same direction. We have
frequently encountered thin areas of more or less
translucent brown, red-brown or grey-brown paint,
brushed on quickly, in many of Rembrandt’s paint-
ings on panel from 1630 onwards; these occur, for
example, in the shadow and hair areas of portraits
and the foregrounds of landscapes?®. So far as the eye
can tell, they invariably lie directly over the light
ground. One’s first inclination is to look on these
areas as having been deliberately done in this way; it
might be better to say that they have been de-
liberately left like this.

Areas of this kind occur hardly at all in Rem-
brandt’s earliest paintings. On closer inspection,
however, one finds a great many small patches that
do meet this description but have for the most part
not been left like this intentionally. They are often
small corners remaining open in complicated out-
lines (fig. 10). One meets these bare patches (in
which sometimes only the yellow ground is visible)
especially at places where more than two areas abut
each other. There is consistency in colour, translu-
cency and the generally loose brushwork in what is
seen within these patches — only the tone and direc-
tion of the brushstroke vary, and these bear a more
or less clear relationship to what is being depicted.
From study of the paint surface under the micro-
scope and of the paint cross-sections that have been
made we can state that areas like these lie im-
mediately on top of the primuersel (fig. 8). The obvi-
ous assumption is that these are fragments of a
monochrome underpainting (otherwise hidden from
view) that have here remained visible. [t is also clear
as this phenomenon is met in many other paintings
as well, that one is here seeing traces of a standard
part of the painting process.

In some of these open patches, in between the
brown tones or standing out against the yellow
ground, one also finds lines; these are drawn with a
brush, in paint tending towards the translucent. In
physical appearance the tones and lines observed
seem to belong together. They both occasionally
show very fine shrinkage cracks, something which
points to an (over-generous) use of oil rather than to
agluey binding medium (fig. 11). Ininstances where
it has been possible to carry out a chemical analysis
this paint has proved to have, as a major ingredient,
an organic brown pigment that is possibly Cologne

35 Such areas can be readily made out in the colour illustrations on pp. 55, 59,
97 and 113 of H. Gerson, Rembrandl’s paintings, Amsterdam 1968.
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earth or bitumen?¢. This material could account for
the shrinkage cracks described. It is noticeable,
besides, that under the microscope the cross-sections
show a varying and sometimes quite large number of
pigment types in the paint used for this monochrome
stage —yellow and red pigments, earth pigments and
white lead are encountered in dark brown layers of
paint that are for the most part intended from the
start to disappear from view (fig. 8)%7. It seems im-
probable that anyone would deliberately make up
such a complicated mixture at this stage of the work.
One can rather assume that at this stage Rembrandt
was, wherever possible, using up the accumulated
remains of paint (e.g. from the cleaning of brushes
and palettes). This was not a habit peculiar to Rem-
brandt, but part of existing workshop tradition. In
the so-called Brussels Manuscript of 1635 the painter
Pierre Lebrun writes: “The pinceliere is a vase in
which the brushes are cleaned with oil, and of the
mixture [of oil and dirty colours] is made a grey
[colour, useful ] for certain purposes, such as to lay on
the first coats, or to prime the canvas. The pinceliere
is a vase containing oil, in which the brushes are
placed that they may not dry’$. It is likely that
Rembrandt mixed these remains of paint with the
abovementioned organic brown pigment that usu-
ally predominates in the mixture.

On the basis of these observations, one can
imagine an early stage in the process of production of
Rembrandt’s paintings as a monochrome wash
drawing done with the brush in oil-paint. What is
now observed represents however only a fraction of
what would be needed to give one a picture of the
whole of the brush drawing. The observations made
time and again through the bare patches do how<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>